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PREFACE
When I was :aced with the problem of selecting a subject
for a Mister's thesis, a friend suggested that I go to see
Mrs. Frank P. Moore, Librarian of the Kentucky Building, as
she makes a list of subjects fer theses that come to her in
the course of her work in the library.

Several subjects ap-

pealed to me, but after consultation with my major and minor
professors, I decided on "The McGuffey Readers."

I have many

times been delighted over the choice, as it has been almost a
"labor of love," turning through the withered and yellow pages
of old readers that sometimes contain a penciled love note in
the margin or an occasional faded flower.

One copy in the

Kentucky Library has a checked muslin cover, nut on, no doubt,
by some mother to preserve the cherished bock.
Most people who speak of the McGuffe7 Fteaders think of
only ene edition--the one they studied in school--and are
usually very much disappointed to read a different one.

Many

such disappointments have been experienced by people since
interest in the readers has been revived, an there were five
main revisions of the books.

When I began reading the Readers

In preparation for my thesis, I started with the early editions.
Many of the selections were not fa7iliar to me, and I began to
wonder if

T

had forgotten the selectiens, or If I might be mis-

taken in thinking I had studied the 1,!cauf4'ey 1 3.

But when I got
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to the 1901 edition, I was no loner concerned over my failing
memory.

Just a casual glance through the first four readers,

and I remembered all the selections.
In the Seeond Reader I thrilled av.ain to read
Oh, look at the moon,
She is riding so high!
Oh, mother, she looks
Like a lamp in the sky.
Last week she was smaller,
And shaped like a bow;
But now she is larger,
And round like an O.
I can still remember how much I used to like to read
How do you like to go up in a swing
Up in the air so blue?
Oh, I do think it is the pleasantest thing
Ever a child can do!
The selections in the Third and Fourth Readers were like
old friends.

The couplet from "The Boy and the Wolf" is as

true today as when it was first written:
"The truth itself is not believed
From one who often has deceived."
I enjoyed selecting My childhood favorites from these two
readers.

There were "Stick to your Bush," "Which Loved Best,"

"Robert Bruce and the Spider," "The Arrow and the Song," "Try,
Try Again," ard "The Contented Boy" from the Third; and "What
I Live For," "The Miller of the Dee," "Harry and His Dog," "The
Tempest," "At Rugby School," "The Good Header," "The Golden
Touch," "The Brook," "The Gentle Hand," and "The Pied Piper of
Hamelin" from the Fourth.
My family moved to Frankfort, Kentucky, when I was ready
for the Piftrr Grade, and that moee caused

,

„ -Jr
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to miss the greatest

iii
one of the Readers; but I thoroughly enjoyed reading both the
Fifth and Sixth Readers while making this study, as well as
the other editions of the earlier readers.
•

pleasure in watching for the selections that were retained in
the different editions of the Readers.

$
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I also derived
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CHAPTER I
BACKGRCUND OF THE McGUFFEY READERS
A. Textbooks
The textbook, an important factor in publ
ic school
education, is nowhere so wonderfully deve
loped as in the
United States.

It occupies a more important position in

our educational system than it does in the
systems of many
foreign countries.

In fact, most of the teaching in our

schools today revolves around the textbook
--the cause of
much criticism by many writers.

They deplore the fact that

both our teachers and pupils are dependen
t cn textbooks.
E. P. Cubberley has made an interesting expl
anation of the
development of the textbook in America, as
well as of its
unique place in our educational system:
Partly because of the peculiar teaching
needs we have had to meet, partly because
of
the absence here of any European type of stan
dardization and uniformity of instruction and
instructional tools, and partly because of
the
resulting open competition in the preparat
ion
and production of textbooks, the business
of
preparing textbooks for use in the schools
has
become a great American business, of a type
unknown in any other lyr-d
In no other land does the beginning teacher
have so many aids in the form of textbook
s to
hep her get started in the work of teaching
,
and nowhere does the experienced and cepr7
ble
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teacher have so many supplementary texts to put
into the hands of her pupils as do the teachers
of the United States. The excellent character
of the American school textbook, then, is one
of the important forces that have enabled us,
In spite of difficulties es to teaching force
not experienced in older European lands, to
create the type of schcols we have.'
Many writers feel that the textbook became popular a
hundred years ago when the teachers of our country were few
and poorly trained, and the textbeck was a needed crutch.

It

Is true that the text has gradually found a central place in
the American school system.

The structure and contents of the

books, though, have changed from generaticn to generation to
conform to the needs of the successive periods of social development.

Hall-CZuest says that doubtless the best teacher

In the public school profits by the use of a text:

"It ia

through the windows of the textbook that teacher and pupi1
glimpse the immensities of truth, stretching as far as intellect and dreams can penetrate."2
If

it is important to train pupils in the handling of

tools in laboratory courses, it is equally essential to train
them in the use of the textbook.
4

For the textbook is a tool

by means of which knowledge is received and understanding
developed; therefore the ability to read well is of the utmost
Importance in the use of a textbook.

Since a student cannot

learn any subject if he is unable to read, the readers are the

'The Textbook in American Education, The Thirtieth Yearbook
of the 1;ational Society for the Study of Education, Part II
(T2loomington, Illinois: Public School Publishing Co., 1931), D. 2.
2
Alfred Lawrence Hall-Q,uest, The Textbook: How to Use and
.Judge It (New York: The Macmillan Company, 918)7 po 3.---

3
most important of all textbooks.

S. S. Center, in an article

In the English Journal, cites many failures by students because
of their inability to read.3
The textbook equipment of the early schools was very meagre.
The average schoolbcy had only a primer or catechism, and a
Testament or a Bible.

For Latin students this list would have

to be extended, but usually it comprised all a pupil ever used
as long as he attended school.
foreign authorship.

Yost of the textbooks were of

Johnson believes the only schoolbook of

American origin prior to the Revolution was a little Latin
grammar by Ezekiel Cheever--A Short Introduction to the Latin

122Lyt, generally known as "Uheever's Accidence."4
In the early days learning the alphabet was the beginning
of wisdom.

The hornbook idea perhaps originated from the early

tablets of stone.
For the convenience of the pupil, and doubtless
also for reasons of economy, the earliest reading
books were simply a single sheet attached to a small
rectangular piece of wood with a handle. The modern
nandmirror illustrates the general form. Over the
sheet was fastened a fairly transparent piece of
horn. This "hornbcck," as it was called, was suspended around the pupil's neck. To us the contents
of this primitive textbook were very crude. The
page began with a cross, the emblem of piety, and
also a charm against hidden evils in the letters to
follow. Then came four rows of the alpnabet, two in
small letters, and two in capitals. These were followed with three lines of syllables in two columns,
at the top of each column seepearing the vowels a, e,
o, u. The left-hand column gave syllables like

3Iq

Reading, the Foundat:Ten of Education," v-Ielish Journal,
XXXI (May, 1942), 35P-5C5.
A
Clifton Johnsen,
Schools and School-books (Kew
"York: The Macmillan Com:.any, 1904), p. 14.
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ab, eb, ib, etc., and the right-hand column,
ba, be, hi, etc. In solemn blessing foll
owed:
"In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,
and
of the Holy Ghost"; and the Lord's Prayer.
The
first of these hornbooks was printed in
Latin
about 1400. In the reign of Charles
II they were
bound in leather with a picture of the moun
ted
King stamped on the back.5
Men the pupil completed the hornbook,
he began to study
the Primer, also religious.
were religious up to 1750.

In fact, all the reading books
The primers were usually copies

of sectarian creeds and prayers.
Martin Luther, for example, wrote a Chil
d's
Little Primer which contained the Lord's
Prayer,
the TenCommandments, the Creed, and a Catechis
m.
Of special interest to the student of Amer
ican
education is the New England Primer, whic
h was
patterned after English models, the latt
er no
doubt being directly influenced by Luth
er's. It
doubtless was influenced also by the Orbi
s Pictus
of Comenius (1658).6
The New England Primer is the most famo
us American landmark in the history of literature for
children.

The exact date

of the first issue is not known, but
the earliest mention that
has been discovered is from a Boston "Alm
anack for the year of
the Christian empire, 1691."7
The author of the Primer was Benjamin
Harris, an English
bookseller.

The book was small in size, about thre
e inches by

four, and printed in hand-cut type with
irregular alignment.
The covers were usually of thin oak.
tained a frontispiece.

Most of the editions con-

For this a rudely engraved portrait of

5T-Tc11-Quest, on. cit., p. 21.
pp. 21, 22.
7Jol,nson, or. cit., p. 71.

5
the reigning English monarch was cus
tomary until the Revolution, when some American patrio
t had the honor. After the
war V:ashington was the favorite fro
ntispiece character.8
It may be safely claimed that for a
century and a half
the Primer was the first book in reli
gion and morals, as well
as in learning and literature.
The first part of the Primer containe
d religious admonitions followed by the alphabet and
syllables and lists of words
for shelling. Then appeared pict
ure alphabets, verses for
children with references to death,
hell, and God's wrath followed these couplets. quotations
from Proverbs, The Lord's
Prayer, The Creed, and the Commandm
ents were also included.
The little book was concluded with
the Westminster Shorter
Catechism.
The catechism with its condensed theo
logy was
re.7arded as the most important par
t of the Primer,
and to a people who firmly believ
ed that children
were "young vipers and Infinitely
more hateful than
vipers to God" it was of course
tremendously important that early and strenuous meas
ures should be
taken to save them from the wrat
h to come.9
Since it was religious convicti
ons that brought the early
settlers to America, religion was
a controlling factor in all
the early schools. Minnich says
that the Primer was the text
almost universally used in the
Northeast from 1691 to 1783.1
0
There were other primers, but
less popular.

p. 74.
9Ha11-qust, o. cit., pp.
22-23.
10Harv ey
C. Ifinnich, William Holmes 17cr3u 4'fev and His 7eers
(Cincinnati: American Eoexc cchn
pany, J.36), h. 56.
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The ABC book was less expensive than
the primers and
was also a school book, although
the earlier ones contain
much religious material.
Webster's Speller appeared in 1783.

It formed the first

part of a Grammatical Institute of
the English Languailp and
was known as The American Spel
ling Book--more popularly known
as The Blue Back Speller. "Its nume
rous selected sentences
and paragraphs interspersed among
or appended to reading
lessons, made it a complete text in
English."11
Forming the third part of Webster's Inst
itutes
was the first American reader, publ
ished in 157--Before this time there were no readers
in the technical sense of the word. The Bible
and various
kinds of homilies served as bases of inst
ruction in
reading
Webster, however, did not get many roya
lties
from this publication. A strong comp
etitor, in the
person of Caleb Bingham, publishe
d the American Preceptor which by 1832 had reached
a sale cf 640,000
1717E77: Webster's book is made up of thre
e parts-"Narratien," "Lessons in Speaking," and
"Dia
logues."
His other reader, The Little Reader's
Assistant (17.c70),
wes a rather lugubricus and harr
owin series of selections.12
Johnsen consilers the American Prec
entor by Bingham as one
of the most popular of the early
recders.13
An English Grammar by Lindley Murr
ay appeared in 1795 and
became the model for grammars in
America for half a century.14

111b1d., p. 57.
12Hal1-4Zuest, or. cit., pp. 27-2
8.
130p. cit., D. 275.
14.1finnic1-1,
cit., D. 48.
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An Enlish Feeder by Murray in 1823 also made a large place
for itself.

Abraham Lincoln regarded it as the best school-

book ever put into the hands of an American youth.15

Murray

next wrote The intreduction to the English Reader and The
Sequel to the English Reader.

"These readers placed the em-

phasis less on puritanic churchiness and more on history and
modes of human conduct."18

These readers were written primarily

for the gramar and pre-grammar schools.
show the same plan as Murray's.

Many later readers

Minnich says an examination of

Goodrich's Fourth Reader revealed much similarity to Murray's
English Readers.17

Goodrich readers were published by Samuel C.

Goodrich, or "Peter Parley," as he preferred to call n_Lmself, in
Louisville, Kentucky, to give a Western atmcsphere to them.
The American First Class Book by John Pierpont was published
in 1823.

Minnich considers Pierpont's series of readers as one

of the most serious early competitors of the Mcalffey Readers.18
Readers for beginners were very few previous to 1325.

John-

son is of the opinion that the first one was The Franklin Primer,
published in 1802-.19
The book in size and general appearance had very
much the look of a New Enr7land Primer. Indeed, the
introduction says it was intended as a substitute for
the old Primer which has of late become almost obsolete."
The most important portions of the vol -xle were "a variety

15Ha.,.1-,
, xuest
, op. cit., p. 28.
16nrro ch,
. cit., p. 49.
17Ibid
.,

p.Li

leib'd.
19,,
v.Jitcit.,

e.

233.
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of tables, moral lessons and sentences, a conc
ise
history of the World, appropriate Hymns, and
Dr.
,
Watts' and the Assembly of Divines' Cate
chisms."°
Other early readers for children were The
Child's Instructor, 1 808; Child's Instructor and Moral Prim
er, 1822; Leavett's
Easy Lessons cn Teadinkro 13. "Leavitt
says in his Easy Lessons
that there vas considerable need of elem
entary readers."21 Perhaps this fact accounted for the numerous
reading books that now
began to appear that were contemporaneous
with the McGuffey
Readers.
The Clinton Primer and Gallaudet's The Chil
d's Picture
Defining and Readlna Book appeared in 1830
; The Child's Guide
in 1833.

Lyman Cobb was the first to compile a comp
lete and

well-graded series of books--by 1844 they
consisted of eight
readers.

Pickett's and Worcester's readers scon foll
owed;

Sanders' came a little later; and by the
middle of the nineteenth century many others were in the
field.

In 1836 were pub-

lished the YcGuffev Readers—the series that
was destined to
surpass all others.
"The three most widely used textbooks for
elementary schools
were The New Enr,land ?rimer, Webster's
Elementary Spelling Book,
and the W.cuffey series."22
Worcester's Readers came nearest to parallel
ing
the McGuffey series, but they were publ
ished in the
East and failed in shades of difference
to meet the

20'bid
•p
,-,• 234.
21Hall-Quest, on. cit., p. 28.
22-'r-ich OD cit. p. 57.

.1
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social standards of the West. These readers followed the Worcester pronunciaticn, and the West
was V,ebsterian. toah Websterls reader made but
little headway in the public schools, and he
acknowledges in a long letter of appreciation
his debt to VcGuffey for his adherence to the
Webster pronunciation and orthoepy.23
B. Progress of Education in the Ohio Valley
The Ordinance of 1785 provided that in each township a
section of land should be set aside for the support of a school.
A bill providing for the free conmon schools in Ohio became a
law in 1625, but the free schools were not established.

In

fact, little change could be noticed in the educational situation.
rot until near the end of the pioneer period was
there a successful attempt to establish free schools
under the direct supervision of the state. Nothing
is more significant of the cultural atmosphere of the
early V;est than the long arduous campaign necessary to
secure the beginnings of this system. From the time
of the Ordinance of 1787, it was a matter of good f-rm
for governors and legislatures to mention the subject
of popular education with great respect; but it was
long before the officials had the courage to urge the
raising of taxes and the appropriaticn of funds necessary to put such a scheme into effeet.24
Numerous private schools flourished at the beginning of the
nineteenth century, but they were usually of an extremely elementary kind.
such

;3

There were many schools in the more cultured towns,

Lexington; and, before tne end of the eighteenth century,

a number of private institutions which offered Greek and Latin.

PO 55.
24-nalph Leslie Rusk, The L4 ter.sture of the Middle Western
Frontier (rew York: Columbia Lni-.-er..7i7,y Press, 17777 p. 53.
23
1
1'1 '1

O,
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"English schools taught reading, writinr7, and arithmetic,
with surveying sometimes added as a practical training for
backwoodemen."25
Academies and grammar schools had early appeared in considerable numbers.

By 1840, according to the census, there

were between three and four hundred of them in the Middle
26
West, almost exactly one-third of the whole being in Kentucky.
Colle:es were organized in the Ohio country with great
rapidity, thus making the academies and elementary schools a
necessity.

Miller says that in Ohio the establishment of the

secondary schools and colleges was facilitated by the foresight
and business acumen of the promoters of the Ohio Company.27
"By 1820, Ohio had established four institutions of collegiate
rank--Ohio University, Miami University, Cincinnati University,
and Worthington College; and fourteen secondary schools

”28

Transylvania, Center, and Georgetown had been founded in
Kentucky by 1630; and by 1837 Illinois and Indiana had five each.
"As in Massachusetts, where the founding of Harvard in 1636
Influenced education even to the dame schools, the founding of
•

all these early colle7es in the Ohio country necessitated schools
and schoolbooks for all grades of education below the college.29

p. 51.
2611A4., p. 57.
27JPmes M. Mille-e, The Genesis cf Western Culture: The
Upber Ohio Valley 1E00-1825 (Columbus: The Ohio State ArchaeonaTal and historical Society, 1938), D. 100.
28Ibid., pp. 100, 101.
20
on• cit., p. 22.

a• 41,
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Article 3 of the Ordinance of 1767 stated that "reliFion,
morality, and knowledge, being necessary to Kood goverranent and
the happiness of mankind, schools and the means of education
shall forever be encouraged,"3° but there wesn't much indication
of this encouragement in Ohio until the year 1616.

In that year

committees of correspondence were formed at Cincinnati and in
other parts of the state; and the cause of popular education was
effectively advocated in an almanac issued by Nathan Guilford.31
The first important results of the campaign were
the enactment of a state law in 1825 providing
in
seen
of schools; but so large a section of
system
for a
was still hostile that the law was in
opinion
public
for many years. Not until
inoperative
measure
great
under the control of a
brought
system
the
1837 was
first
whose
report showed that
superintendent,
state
time
that
something
about
over a hunthere were at
dred thousand children in the public schools, while
less than half that number were in private schools.
W/thin a year or two, it was estimated that about
half the children of the state were in schoo1.32
With this increased enrollment in the public schools there
came also an Increase in the need for textbooks.

When the schools

were supported by popular subscription and only a minority of the
children attended, the books could be brought from the East; but
now that there was a need for more becks, the West wanted to publish its own and had begun to do so even before the school law
became effective.

4

30Ina Faye Woestemeyer and J. Montgomery t1ambrill, The Westware
Movement, (yew York: D. Appleton-Century Company, 1)
3Q), n. 260.
53.
31Rusk, on• cit., p.
"Ibid., pr. 53, 54.

:

• _474';

12
As early as 1826 there were printed in the
city of Cincinnati sixty-one thousand almanacs,
fifty-five thousand spelling books, thirty thousand primers, three thousand copies of the Bible
News, fifty thousand table arithmetics, three
thousand American Preceptors, three thousand
American Readers, three thousand introductions
to the En71ish Reader, three thousand Eirkhan's
grammar, fourteen thousand testaments, hymn, and
music books, one thousand Vine Dresser's Guide,
five hundred Hammond's Chio reports, five hundred
Symmes Theory, and other miscellaneous books.33
n
"Publishing houses spread rapidly in all the wester
' was
cities and the slogan 'Western books for western people
adopted by the western publishing establishments."34
U. P. James, a Cincinnati publisher, stimulated
great interest in books by his widely advertised
Book Trade Sales; Truman and Smith's lists were always longest at these sales. They were leaders in
advertising. By 1639 Cincinnati was dominant in
western bookmaking. The increasing millions of the
Ohio country look to Cincinnati for books. Truman
and Smith is the dominant publishing house in Cincinnati; Truman and Smith publishes the McGuffey
Readers; Truman and Smith gets the business.05
country
"Fifteen sets of school readers appeared in the new
between

le29

and 1641."36

heard of today.

Most of the books, though, are un-

The EcGuffev Readers, however, compiled by

Smith,
William Holmes MeGuffey, and published by Truman and
other
were destined tc surpass the combined circulation of all
readers produced.

A

ich, cr. cit., p. 24.
,-.17.
5.:)-:Z(1
35Ib4 d., p. 25.
p. 35.
361.liani University Bulletin, Series 25, No. 11,
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C. The People of Frontier Ohio
The formal cession by the Indians at Greenville of much
land after the victory of Wayne in 1794 opened the :loodrates
of settlement to a stream of migration, which had long been
diverted to the Kentucky country.

In a very short time the

settler, the squatter, and the land speculator came."

These

early pioneers in the Middle West were varied in nationality,
religion, and social levels, thus forming the blend which is
so distinctively American.
Hither came the Puritan from New England, the
Cavalier from Virginia, the Knickerbocker from New
York, the Swede from New Jersey, the German from
Pennsylvania, the Scotch-Irish from the hillsides
and valleys of the Appalachian Mountains, the English
and the Scotch from a number of the original states,
the Welsh more or less directly from their native
hills; the Huguenot from South Carolina, the Quaker
from the Carolinas, Virginia and Pennsylvania; the
Catholics from Maryland, the EaDtists and Presbyterians from New Jersey; the Lutherans from the
fatherland and the Moravians from eastern Pennsylvania and North Carolina.38
Thus we see that mela of varied ancestry and faith came to
this new frontier not only to subdue the wilderness but to found
a state dedicated to universal liberty.

They were all acreed in

their desire to make the new country a real democracy.
The foreign population of Ohio had exceeded four hundred
thousand by 1836.

Minnich says that most of the immigrants came

37Randolph Chandler Downes, Frontier Ohio, 17E8-1E03
(Columbus: The Ohio State Archaeological and Historical Society,
1935), pp. 77, 78.
32John L. Clifton, Ten Fer:cus --ucatcrs
Pe
(Columbus:
G.
Ac:4ams & Company, 1933), p. u.

1
-
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for wholly econc:-qic reascns--to buy
cheap and fertile land,
regardless of who ‘.ere to be thei
r neighbors.39
The early settlers in the Ohio Vall
ey, like the Puritan
Fathers of New England, were religiou
s; but they had many
church denominations--Presbyterian
s, Baptists, Methodists,
Lutherans, Quakers, and others.4°

"In Cincinnati by 1841

there were fifty churches holding
regular services, comprising
,

twenty-three denominations."41

These frontier men and women

preferred churches with democrat
ic theology and church government.42 There was a pressing need
for readers that would be
religious in their teaching with
out being denominational.
Mr. John R. Horst, in an address
before the McGuffey Society ef Columbus, Ohio, spoke
of this background for the
achievement of McGuffey:
This was the stage upon which Will
iam Holmes
McGuffey was about to enter and
play his part. It
was a great occasion; and the
man was equ
occasion. Perhaps Murray's English Read al to the
er was
suitable to some peoples, but it
was not suitable
to these peoplcs. The puritani
cal readers of the
New England States were good for
the New Englander,
but they were not for the people
of the Ohio Valley.
The German reader brought with the
Pennsylvania
German would not answer, because
of the newly acquired patriotism
The tolerance of the selections rela
ting to
religion offended neither Jew nor
Gen
til
Catholic
e,
e
or
`*•••
Protestant

LTig

39Co. clt., p. 20.
40Downes, co. cit., pp. Ee-ioo
.
41Mnnict, on. cIt., D. 21.
42Dornet,
F.
43Clifton, ct. clt., .1). 71.
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There seemed to be many books for the private schools
but none for the rural people rho could not afford to attend
these schools.

There was a pressing need for books to meet

this need and to correct the mispronunciations given many
words by the foreigners.
From the time of the birth of William Holmes
McGuffey, September 23, 1800, to the day he graduated from college in 1826, the rural people of the
Ohio country had no books. Here was a generation
of bookless millions. The dominant personalities
were spreading their several hybrid vocabularies
in private conversations and in the various sound
contacts, often using mongrel words whose sounds
seemed incapable of any orderly arrangement for
spelling.44
In 1836 the First and Second McGuffey Readers were published, and thus the beginning was made that was destined to
have far-reaching results in training these bookless million
s
to learn to read the English language.

CD. cit., p.

24.
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CHAPTER II
THE LIFE STORY OF THE McGUFFEYS

A. Introduction
"McGuffeyl" said a distinguished senator of the United
States.

"Is that a person?

I thous-ht McGuffey was a bool,-."1

McGuffey was both a man and a book--a man known to schoolboys as "McGuffey'," as if he were an institution, and the book
of books to many people who studied the McGuffey Readers.
II .
as his first
YcSuffey may have liked the title ].cGuffey's,"
name is not given on the title-pages of the later editions.
Such was the modesty of the man, or such his
assurance of the permanence of his fame, that on
the title-pages of the later editions of his Reeders
he did not give his first name; and in the specimens
preserved in the Congressional Library, his full
name is supplied, in pencil, at the bottom of the
title-page, "William Holmes ileGuffey." He, or his
publishers, tried to minimize his perscnality by
calling his Feeders the "Eclectic" series, feling
to anticipate that such an abstraction could never,
in the minds of the schoolboys, displace the more
familiar and affectionately held "McGuffey's."2
:oGuffe-i- Ts. Eclectic Readers may have vanished from
Today
most schoolrooms, but McGuffey lives on as the hero of a nostalgia

cft., p. 1.
2M".;' Sullivan, Our 'limes (New York:
Sons, l)27), ID. 11.
1YInniell, CD.

•••••••,

Charles Scribnc.,r/s
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cult unique in educational history.

There has 7rown up in the

years since the Civil War a generation of citizens who stored
in their memory recollections of the MsGuffei Reader lessons.
They had recited and heard the selections in the books until
they were familiar with them.

Many of these people had attended

the one-room schools.
Often the little assembly of pupils in the old
schcolroom were held spellbound by some youth who,
under the encouragement of the teacher, had found
his tongue and could with real eloquence declaim the
periods of Webster, or with the spirit of a real
actor render the matchless oration of Mark Antony
over Caesar's dead body.3
Many of the choice selections of the Readers found a per=anent place in the minds of millions of grown-up Americans.
Henry Ford has ccmmemorated his introduction to the great world
of morals and literature in the McGuffey Readers by reprinting
the series of 1257, the ones he studied as a boy, and distributinc
them to McGuffey lovers throughout the United States.
The impact of the McGuffev Readers was ride and deep in the
lives of

4.kp
V.4.1G

people who read them as children and youths, and

this Vact is fully attested by the organization of many sccieties
and clubs and by the establishment of many McGuffey Museums.4
The first McGuffey Society was organized in Columbus, Ohio,
in 1913 by a group of ardent McGuffeyites, a group of middleazed men and women who could renew their school days by meeting,

'Clifton, or. cit., p. 96.
*own, "William Holmes !r.cGuffey and His Readers,"
4-Harlan R. E,
Kentucky School Jeurnal, XIX (February, 1941), 3$.
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reading, reciting, and acting the old lessons.

Acnording to

a letter I received recently from Dr. H. C. linnich, there
are twenty-seven McGuffey Societies at the present time.
In 1925 Dean :annich, one of the outstanding students of
McGuffey in the United States and curator of the McGuffey Museum
at Miami University, Oxford, Ohio, was asked to speak to the
Columbus McGuffeyites.

In his speech he suggested that a mem-

orial be raised to McGuffey--to be paid for by those who had
studied and who loved the McGuffey Eeaders.

Hugh Fullerton

says the idea had been stirring in Professor Minnichts brain
for years--in fact, ever since he went to Oxford to teach the
art of education and came into closer contact with the scenes
of McGuffey's early labors.5
At first collections were slow, but Dean Minnich perz.evered.

In 1927 Hugh Fullerton wrote his famous article, "That

Guy IcGuffey," for The Saturday Evening Post, and Mark Sullivan
wrote Our Times, devoting one chapter to the influence exerted
by McGuffey.

"The result was to spread the idea of organizing

McGuffey Societies over the entire Middle West, and the formation of a national organization, holding annual conve:ltiona."6
In the winter of 1936 Dean Minnich interested
President Howe, of the American Book Company, in
the McGuffey movement. The result was that Dean
Minnich, with the aid of a committee of old M,c-

5"Two Jolly Old Pedagogues," The Saturday Eveninr, Post,
CXIII_(June 14, 1941), 99.
p. 1 01.
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Guffeyites, including Henry Ford, Hanlin
James N. Cox, Lark Sullivan, Professor
Lyon Phelps, Dr. John Finley, and others, published Old Favorites from the McGuffey Leaders
and !,linnich's William Holmes MeGuff,7-; anc- is
Readers, with the a7reement that all returns
7+707-777rie sale of the books be added to the
memorial fund, which insured its completion.7
On June 15, 1941, the memorial was dedicated.

It is a

simple marble shaft surmounted by a portrait bust of William
Holmes LeGuffey.

At the base is a group of three children

dressed in roundabouts and pantalets poring over a reader,
and a bronze reproduction of page 1 of McGuffey's First
Reader appears above the children's heads.

These three chil-

dren are typical of the millions who were inspired by the
lessons in the McGuffev Readers.
In discussing "The Life Story of the McGuffeys," it is
necessary to study the lives of William Holmes McGuffey and
, tt

his younger brother, Alexander Hamilton 1.:cGuffey, the author
of the Rhetorical Guide, which was afterwards expanded into
the Fifth and Sixth Feeders, as yell as the six famous readers.

B. The McGuffey Heritage
William McGuffey and Anna McHittrick McGuffey came to
America from Scotland in 1774 when their son Alexander, the
father of William Holmes r.cGuffey, was six years old and
settled in the southern part of York county, Pennsylvania.
William McGuffey wes a Revolutionary soldier, and Clifton says

7Tbid.
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that there is a tradition in the family that on different
occasions General Washington stopped at the McGuffey home
while the war was in progress.8

In 1789 the family migrated

to southwestern Pennsylvania and founded a new home in the
rich lands of Washington County.
In 1790, when Alexander was twenty-two years old, he and
his friend, Duncan McArthur, afterward a governor of Ohio, were
selected by Samuel Brady from five young men who had volunteered
to act as scouts against the Indians in Ohio who were then threatening the frontier settlements.

These two young men were selected

after tests by Brady to find the men who could run the fastest,
shoot most accurately, and were least afraid of the Indians.9
Shortly before St. Clair's disastrous defeat,
McGuffey, Brady, and McArthur were sent as spies to
Cold Spring near Sandusky City. As they lay concealed in a swamp they saw Indians passing in great
numbers to attack St. Clair's army. They decided
St. Clair must have this information. They lay in
concealment during the day and traveled in silence
by night. One night they traveled forty-one miles-everywhere were Indian camps and Indian warriors.
Unable to shoot game they used the two small acconpanying dor7s as food. To avoid breaking the silence
of their movements the dogs were choked. The men
reached St. Clair with their information, but the
egotistical governor profited as little by this information as he had done from Washington's last
words to him, "Beware of a surprise."10
Three days later St. Clair was defeated.

In 1793 Alexander

McGuffey was serving with the scouts of General Anthony Tayne,
a.ld Vail tells an interesting story of this period:

801). cit.,
_ D. 12.
9Henry H. Vail, A History of the McGuffev Readers (Cleveland:
The Eurrown Brothers 70777771), P. 20.
101:innich, 22.
p. 4.
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When only seven or eight miles from Wheeling
and west of the Chi° river, they cane upon a trail
which led to a deer lick. Just at dusk McGuffey,
who was leading the party, saw in the path the
gaily decorated head-dress of an Indian. It had
been placed there by the Indians who were in ambush close by and were ready to shoot any white
man who should stop to pick it up. McGuffey saw
thrcugh the stratagem instantly; without halting,
he gave it a kick and shouted "Indians!" Several
Indians fired at once and one of the balls smashed
McGuffeyls powder horn, and passed through his
clothing, but did not wound him. The three scouts
retreated in safety, and the Indians did not follow
then.11
After six or eight years of a trio of activities, farming, hunting, and spying upon and fighting Indians, our young pioneer sought a settled
life, and at Christmas in 1797 married the winsome
Anna Holmes, who was to become an inspiration to
all American mothers burning with the ambition to
see their talented sons born in "chill penury"
given an opportunity of college training.12
The Holmes farm consisted of 400 acres, and the Holmes t 3
;
log cabin, the birthplace of William Holmes McGuffey, was one
of the finest in the whole settlement.13

C. William Holmes McGuffey
William Holmes McGuffey was thus born in a log hut near
Washington, Pennsylvania, but the exact location of the homestead is still disputed.
Each of two farms, the Blaney and the Lockhart
farms in West Finley Township, Washington County,
claims to be the birthplace of this distinguished
son. Henry Ford has lent evidence to the Blaney

11CD. Cit., D. 21.
12Minnich, CD. Cit., p• 5.
13Tbid.
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farm by his purchase of it and has restored the
old cabin most reasonably supposed to be the logcabin in which William Eclines McGuffey was born.
The old logs found on the birth site were rcved
to Greenfield Village, Dearborn, Michigan, and
used as part of the restored building.14
When William Holmes McGuffey was two years old, his parents
migrated to eastern Ohio and settled in Trumbull County, which
then included the entire Western Reserve.

Brown says that Mc-

Guffey was thus Scotch-Irish by ancestry, Pennsylvanian by
birth, and Ohioan by career.15
McGuffey's father bought one hundred and sixty acres of
land for five hundred dollars, doubtless on the long-time contract plan, as he did not receive his deed until 1814.1
6
Here, in the care of a pious mother and father,
he (4illiam Holmes McGuffey) spent the years of childhood and of early manhood, performing the labors falling upon the eldest son in a large family of children
dwelling in a log cabin on the frontier. From the
heavy forest, fields were cleared, fenced and cultivated, roads were made and bridges were built, and in
all these labors the sturdy son of the famous Indian
scout tcok part.17
Like all other setters on the frontier, the McGuffey family
suffered many hardships.
The untold hardships of the frontier fell in
full measure upon these earlier settlers of Trumbull
County--no churches, no 'schools, winters of winds
moaning through the branches of giant trees, trackless forests, spring with rearing, threatening streams
swollen into flcods by rains and melting snow, summers
and autumns with their unremitting toil without aid of

1A-Ibid., p. 7.
C-. cit. p. 32.
161j.innic'r1, CD • c ..._ .it , p• 6.
17Vail,
on. cit., p. 22.
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any of the dextrous machines of modern labor to
give relief from the heavy duties of clearing
the land. -6
In such an environment William Holmes McGuffey and his
brothers and sisters—two brothers, five sisters, and three
half-sisters--spent their childhood, always serious, perhaps,
but not gloomy.

Here they gained the rudiments of an ele-

mentary education from their parents and from such brief
winter subscription schools as occurred in Ohio for western
pioneers.

Minnich says he and his sister Jane attended a

school in Youngstown conducted by the Reverend n'r. Wick.
They lived with the Wick family during the week and returned
home at weekends.

"There is no record available about his

education between the time of his private instruction with
the Reverend Wick and the time of his college courees."19
According to Clifton, much of his teaching fell to the
lot of his mother—she taught him to read and write and gave
him lessons from the E4b1 0.20
The following story is told by all the biographers of
KcGuffey about the beginning of his educaticn at Greersburg
Academy, although Mark Sullivan says that Reverend Edward H.
McGuffey, a nephew of William Holmes Yc3uffey says it is
only tradition:21

13:,r.innich, on. cit., P• 6.
19Ibid., D. G.
cit. 0. 64.
21,Th
c4 t., p. 17.
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At the close of a summer day in 1818, Reverend
Hughes was riding horseback through Trumbull county.
The dust on the highway deadened the sound of his
horse's feet. While passing a log cabin, half hidden
from the road by intervening trees and shrubs, he
heard the plaintive voice of a woman who was in the
carden out of sight. The clergyman stopped his horse
and listened. He heard the wcman earnestly praying
that some way might be opened for her children to
obtain such education as shculd fit them for the
duties of life. Riding on, the clergyman inquired
at the next house regarding the inmates of the log
cabin. He was informed that a Mr. McGuffey lived
there. Turning back he sought the prayerful mother
and learned from her the circumstances of the family.
The doors of the "Old Stcne Academy" were opened to
William Holmes McGuffey and he there obtained his
22
first start in a preparation for college
Fullerton says the family used to speak of the fact that
the Reverend Mr. Hughes overheard her prayer as a sort of miracle;
but in later years McGuffey, with a twinkle in his fine eyes, had
remarked that, being Scotch and practical, she probably timed her
prayer so that both the Lord and his earthly agent could h2ar.23
Whether the story is tradition or fact we can only guess,
but McGuffey really obtained his first start toward a preparation for a college education at this time.

In 1799 the Reverend

Mr. Hughes had founded Greersburg Academy (later called Darlington)
in a log cabin.

In 1802 the "Erie Presbytery" resolved to give

its aid to erect an academy at Greersburg, and in 1606 the academy
was chartered.24

22v
ai1, EL. cit., p.

2.

23Hugh S. Fullerton, "That Guy McGuffey," The Saturday
Eveninz Post, CC (November 26, 1927), 54.
2.e-.
•
-Linnic:1,
OD. Cit., p. 11
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Although the tuition at the academy was only three
dollars a year and the charge for board was only seventyfive cents a week, the Reverend Mr. Huches agreed to board
and 1c6,77e the boy in return for work around the ecade:ey.
While McGuffey lived at the Hughes's house, he doubtless ate
the simple fcod furnished by the academy.

Vail describes it

as follows:
For breakfast, bread, butter, and coffee; for
dinner, bread, meat, and sauce; for supper, bread
and milk. The only variation allowed in this bill
of fare was the occasional omission of sauce or
coffee.25
Since his father was too poor to aid his son in obtaining
a college educaticn, McGuffey turned to teaching as a means of
earning encugh money to support himself in college.

He entered

Washington College in 1819 and was graduated in 1826, when he
was twenty-six years old.

"His studies had been largely Latin,

Greek, philosophy, and Hebrew.e26
His method of learning, as he afterward described
it, was to commit everything to memory, even to the
smallest detail, and to practice reciting aloud when
alone at his work. The man must have possessed, or
developed, a remarkable memory. When he was twentyone he was able to recite verbatim any book of the
13ible, and during his entire life he never wrote a
sermon or lecture; and although he had preached mcre
than .3,000 sermons, he could, if given the text, repeat any sermon ne ever had preached practically as
he had first given it.27
In 1620 McGuffey applied for the :ositicn of headmaster in
a new schocl built by the town of Warren, Chios

r

"OD. cit., n. 22.
ee. cit., p. 13.
27e_alerten,
,
,,
.A.
"That Guy McGuffey," p. 54.
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two of the Board of Examiners were graduates of Yale, and
they
gave an examination consisting of many questions that McGuff
ey
could not answer; but this failure proved a blessing,
as it
fixed his determinat!on to go beyond the requirements for headmaster of a village school.
Dr. Andrew Wylie, the president of Washington College,
became a life-long friend of McGuffey's.

"It was considered

by Dr. :cGuffey one of the most fortunate events of his life
that he came at that time under the influence of
T2r. Wylie's
forceful mind and elevated character.28

Minnich says that

much of McGuffey's success in his early career was
due to
this inspiring teacher, for President Wylie also
taught classes
most of the day and held office hours at sundry
times.29
In 1823 and 1824 McGuffey taught a private school at Paris,
Kentucky.

There he met Dr. Robert H. Bishop, the president of

Miami University, Oxford, Ohio, who was so much impres
sed with
the young man that he procured for him an appointment
as professor of ancient languages at Miami before IcGuff
ey had received his degree from Washington College.

Chamberlin says the

post sounds vastly more impressive than it really was,
as the
first permanent building had been finished only the
year before,
and the faculty at the time was the president and
one helper.3°
McGuffey was to receive an annual salary of six hundre
d dollars.

28VPi1, on. cit., n. 24.
29Co.
cit., p. 13.
30Jo Chamberlin, "cGuffey and His Peaders," School and
Society, LV (arch:
1, 1 9‘.:2), 325.
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McGuffey rode to the university in 1625
on
horseback, through the wilderness. He
wore a long
black coat, a stovepipe hat. In a sadd
le peck were
all his other belcngings. He was a stur
dy young man
of twenty-five, with broad brew, rugg
ed features and
sandy red hair. His eyes snapped and
twinkled; his
serious, broad mouth could relax into
a warm smile.
His saddlebags were stuffed with book
s: The Bible,
Horace, Livy, Ovid and Hebrew texts.
He carried one
book under his arm and read from anot
her while his
horse ambled through the trees.31
Dr. Vail in his History of the McGu
ffev Readers describes
McGuffey thus:
Dr. McGuffey was a man of medium stat
ure and
compact figure. His forehead was broa
d and full;
his eyes clear and expressive. His
features were
of the strongly marked rugged Scotch
type. He was
a ready speaker, a popular lecturer
on educational
tc7Acs, and an able preacher. He was
admirable in
conversation. His observation of men
was accurate
and his study of character clos
e.32
Soon after McGuffey began teaching
at Miami University, he met
Harriet Spining, who was visiting
her brother, Charles Spining,
a merchant in Oxford; and they were
married April 3, 1E27.
To this union were born five children
: Mary Haines, He
rietta, William Holmes, aharles Spin
ing, and Edward Mansfield.
William Holmes lived only fourteen
days; Edward Mansfield, one
year; and Charles Spining died when
he was sixteen years of age.
Harriet Soining McGuffey died in 1850
; and in the summer of 1851
McGuffey was married to Laura Howa
rd, the daughter of the Dean
of the School of Medicine in
the University of Virginia. To this
union was born one daughter
, Anna, who died when four years of age.

32C-. cit., p. 29.
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In 1629 Y.cGuffey was ordained a minister in the Pres1)yterian Church.

He never held a regular pastorate, but he

preached frequently in chapel at the growing college and often
on visits to other towns.
;4

He remained at Oxford ten years, assuming the chair of
moral philoscphy in 1332.

This promotion, however, really

was the cause of his resignation in a few years.
Notwithstanding his rising popularity as
teacher and lecturer, his ten years at Oxford
were not all smooth sailing. He had been
elected to teach the Ancient Languages, but he
had a predilection for Philosophy. This was
taught by President Bishop but by degrees and
evidently by the exercise of a little polite
legerdemain, a new chair was "struck off from
the President's Department" under the designation of "Mental Philosophy and Philology."
This chair was assigned to McGuffey rho was
ycung and ambitious and really thought that
he could instruct in this field better than
the President.
Possibly this was true. It is scarcely
necessary to say, however, that a. foundation
was thus laid for trouble in the Faculty.
President Bishop seems to have acquiesced for
a time in the interest of harmony, but he could
hardly overlook the fact that he had brought
young McGuffey to the institution to teach
Ancient Languages and not to intrude upon the
field that he had reserved for himself. Tftis
unfortunate condition of affairs led to increasing unpleasantness between these two members of the Faculty and finaly to the resignation of Professor McGuffey.°5
In the chair of moral philoscphy, however, McGuffey's
superior talents became apparent.

33C114'ton,

OD.

cit., p. 69.
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the Christian religion, the underling principles
of human relations, of human ccnduct, of moral obligation were enchanting
fields of exploration and themes for exposition
."34
The greatest means of leading the public mind
in those days was throu7h the power of oral speec
h.
Almost as vital as was Cicero to the great German
school of Sturm was oratory considered by Professor
YeGuffey. As in his readers so in his college class
he directed his energies toward public speech. He
met frequently with two debating societies of the
college, and was usually appointed by the president
of the society as critic of the debate. He met
groups of boys in his classroom, the southwest room
on the second floor of Harrison Hall, to drill them
in debate and oratory, to prepare them for their
commencement speeches, and for other public appearances. His home was used often to "hear out" and
"try out" neophytes in the field of public speaking.3
5
Hugh Fullerton says that McGuffey had much to be responsible
for besides his readers--for laying the found
ation of a style of
Fourth-of-July oratory which was formal, stilt
ed and stiff, but
long accepted as proper.36
McGuffey took part in the formation of probably the first
extended Teachers' Association formed in the West
during the years
he was teaching in Oxford.

In the year 1E35 he delivered a speech

to the society on "Reciprocal Dutie
s of Parents and Teachers."37
During these years at Oxford he was also preparing his Frst
and Second Readers--and perhaps the Third
and Fourth also, althouzh
they were not published until a year
later than the first two.
addition to his many other duties he found time
to make tfle first

34Minnich, op• cit., p. 68.
357bid.
36"That Guy McGuffey," p. 54.
cit., p. 30.
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recorded experiments in child ps7chology.

He loved children

and often gathered his own and the children of the settlers
around Oxford in his home or its back yard and tried out his
theories of education.

Fullerton says that McGuffey was famed

among his friends and students for three things--his dry, droll
humor, his astounding memory, and his ability to whistle.38

His

father had learned the art of whistling while he was a scout and
had taught his son.

He knew the calls used by the Shawnees to

communicate with one another in the wilderness and could also
imitate the call of alrlost any bird or animal.

"With his Scotch

sense of thrift, he used the accomplishment practically, assigning
a certain call to each student, so that he could summon any of
• a;

them without much effort."39

,

iIs resignation from Miami University was accepted September 27, 1836.

An interesting sidelight to this phase of his life

is that eighteen years after he left Miami, he was invited to
return to the university as president, but he declined the offer.43
Shortly after leaving Oxford he was elected president of
Cincinnati College, which had recently been reorganized with faculties of medicine, law, and liberal arts; but financial difficulties developed during the Panic of 1637, and the institution
ceased to functicn.
During his three years in Cincinnati College
McGuffey devoted much of his time to the promoticn

„
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38"Two Jolly Cld Pedagogues," p. 27.
39704 d.
OD. cit., pp. 145, 147.
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of the common schools. At this period the Institute of College Teachers was very active in the
establishment of some provision for state supervision of schools. As an active member in this
organization he made public addresses urging the
General Assembly of Ohio to provide for a state
education official. As a result of this agitation
Samuel Lewis was elected State Commissioner of
Common Schools, March 30, 1837, three months prior
to the election of Horace Mann as Secretary of the
41
State Board of Education for Massachusetts

4

McGuffey made many dear friends during the three years he
was president of the Cincinnati College--the Beechers and Drakes
being among them.
"In 1839 McGuffey was honored with the degree of Doctor of
Laws conferred upon him by the Indiana University, of which his
former teacher and friend, Dr. Wylie, was then president."42
In the same year he was chosen to head the new Ohio University at Athens, which office he held for four years.

The famous

elms he planted on the campus are a living memorial to him now;
but the lack of financial support for the school caused him to
be a failure as president of this university.

The state failed

to provide the money to support the new school except what could
be obtained from land grants, and the settlers were bitterly opposed to paying taxes.

When the General Assembly of Ohio passed

an act in 1843 releasing the lessees from the reappraisement which
had been made, the financial program of the University collapsed,
and Dr. McGuffey resigned.

CA

41Ib1d., p. 149.
42Vail, op. cit., P. 27.
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For the next two years 1c3uffey was professor of languages
in Woodward College (now Woodward High School), Cincinneti, Ohio.
His brother was a professor of the faculty, too, and William lived
with him.

"Woodward's faculty enjoyed the distinction of having

as one of their members the 'most popular lecturer and teacher in
the western states,' kncwn far and wide as a man of 'uncommon
ability, as a thinker and scholar.'"43
,7cGuffey thus "practiced what he preached."

He regarded

eloquence as one of the greatest of the fine arts and used his
leisure time in perfecting his own speech as well as training
his pupils in debate and public address.

Minnich descrIbes his

preparation for speaking as follows:
All his life he trained himself in the art of
extempore speaking. He prepared the notes of each
public lecture and classroom address with meticulous
care, abundant in ancunt of material, logical in
topical arrangement, with due regard to rhetorical
effect. But when this preparation was made he depended upcn the occasion, the psychic response of
his auditors for the emotional and spiritual moods
of his delivery. Pitch, rate, emphasis, modulatien,
tonal variations, resture, cadence, would flow in
accord with an obl'ivious sublimation of all that he
knew and all that he felt cf the subject under treatment.44
Professor Thornton of the University of Virginia describes
"Old Guff's" Sunday Bible lectures very vividly:

4

It was a wonderful sight, not to be paralleled
in these lazy, degenerate days. When the Rotunda
clock struck nine on Sunday morning, Dr. YcGuffey
stalked into his lecture-rcom and mounted the rostrum. Every seat would be filled with an attentive,
silent threng of students. The talk would begin at

oz. c:t.,
441,1-Ad., p. 60.
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once—simple, informal, direct, sententious. He
did not appear so much to explain things difficult,
obscure, dark; rather he seemed to illuminate them,
and then the clouds would lift suddenly and all
would seem plain, clear, sl:adorless, easy. We always resented the substitution of any casual visitor
for our own professor.4°
In 1845 IcGuffey accepted a call to the University of
Virginia as Professor of Moral Philosophy; and he served in
this position for twenty-eight years, until his death, May 4,
1873.
He early took high rank in Virginia as professor of moral philosophy, as lecturer, minister,
and as an ardent advocate of the principle of public
schools, rhich at the time of McGuffey's arrival in
Charlottesville was in a much discredited status.
Private schcols, academies, and preparatory schools
held the interest of those who belcnged to the landlord group. r.cGuffey came to the university at the
full maturity of his intellectual life, confident of
the truth of his religious, philosophical, and social
46
formulae
Much of his time was given to the promotion of publi- education.

"Immediately upon his advent into Virginia he joined with

John B. Minor in a systematic campaign for the establishment uf a
state school system."47

He saw this system inaugurated rith a

former student of his at the head.
One of the newly erected elementary school buildings in
• A.

Charlottesville vas dedicated to McGuffey in honor of his eminent
services to the public schools of the state.
A
-4

45„
1
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p. 160.
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to
reGuffey was forty-five years of are when he went
Virginia and was at the height of his physical power.

Ho was

confident in his ability and firm in his religious and intellectual concepts.
He was affectionately called "Old Guff" by his students
at the University of Virginia; and many of these former students
have written about his outstanding ability as a teacher.

The

Honorable John Sharp Williams, once United States Senator frcm
Mississippi, has written of him in the following words:
I "sat at the feet of Gamaliel," when he taught
and lectured upon "Moral and Mental Philcsophy" at
the University of Virginia. I have had many teachers
on this side and a few on the other side of the Atlantic. Dr. McGuffey possessed the ability to transplant ideas from his own mind to the minds of others
and have them grow, to a degree never possessed by
any other man with whom I ever had contact as a teacher.
He constantly dwelt upon the "attention" and "repetition"
as the secrets of good "memory." His habit in the h_ur
and a half which he spent daily with us in the classroom was to consume one-half hour in examining the class
on the reading and lecture of the preceding day, to
follow that with the lecture for the day, after prescribing the reading for the next day's recitation, then
to straighten himself up (he had a slight stoop)....and
have the class questicn him on any subject tnat had been
What he knew he could impart to the
gone into before
He never lost his
dullest of his very large class
Poise or his temper except when somebody answered a
question in the very words of the textbook, or his own
very words. He wanted no "poll-parroting," but answers
that proved that the thought had become the thought of
T.cGuffey was a born teacher who had made
the student
himself, by the study o his own psyche and that of others,
a yet greater teacher.
Cliftcn says that McCuffey's keen insight into child nature
made him an ideal instructor.69

Al CZ
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The great teacher one hundred

35
years ago, as well as the great teacher of today, was the one
who appreciated the difficulties of his pupils and aided them
in their understandings.
McGuffey seemed to become a faithful son of his adopted
state.

A niece of his said that he becare quite Southern in

V

z

his sympathies after living through the Civil War in Charlottesville, VirFinia.5°
During the Reconstruction Period following the Civil War,
the publishers of !:cGuffey's Readers desired to learn the truth
about the situation in the South and its probable future; so
they asked Dr. McGuffey to travel through the Carolinas, Georgia,
Alabama, and Mississippi and make a report to them at Cincinnati.
He visited all the larger towns, where he was usually the honored
guest of some graduate of the University of Virginia.

Vail says

his story about the gross ignorance and brutality of some of the
Southern legislators, the looting of the capitol at the end of the
session, the growing unrest of the men who had been the rulers, and
the reversal of all the conditions of life was the most interesting
one he ever heard.51
Just a few of his addresses have been preserved, as he rarely
wrote them; but in one of his early addresses on "Relative Duties
of Teachers and Parents" he foresaw many policies of education
which have beccme commcn practices today:

education of the whole

community; education maintained by the state; parent-teacher assc-

50Ibld., p. 41.
51
-Cr.
p. 30.
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common sense, had struck the keynote to which contemporary
American rural senti:lent responded

53

"He was one of our country's truly great men, a teacher
who took the nation into his classroom."54
"A grand old gentleman he was.

The American way of life

owes much to him."55
Fred L. Black said in a speech at Miami University in 1936,
"Abraham Lincoln, William H. McGuffey, and Thomas Edison are
the three Americans Henry Ford reveres most."55
Hugh Fullerton has well likened EcGuffey to "The Jolly Old
Pedagogue" of LeGuffey fame:
'Twas a jolly old pedagogue, long ago,
Tall and slender, and sallow, and dry;
His for:a was bent, and his gait was slow,
And his long, thin hair was white as snow,
But a wonderful twinkle shone in his eye;
And he sang every night as he went to bed,
"Let us be happy down here below;
The living should live, though the dead be dead,"
Said the jolly old pedagogue, long ago.57

•

McGuffey truly served the "living.."

53-H. - Brock, "Six Books That Helped Mold the Nation,*
The New York Times Magazine (February 25, 1934), p. 10.
54Jo. Chamberlin, on. cit., p. 327.
551. H. Robbins, "About McGuffey," The New York Times
Magazine (August 20, 1944), p. 27.
"Time, XXVITI (August 3, 1936), 26.
57rThat Guy McGuffey," p. 64.
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D. Alexander Hamilton McGuffey
Alexander Hamilton MoMffey was born August 13, 116, in
Trumbull County, Ohio.

He was sixteen years youn,-er than William

Holmes, and when only ten years old he went with
University.
older brother

to Miami

Ho was a student in the academy and college while his
W29

a teacher in the college.

He proved to be a

brilliant student, studied Hebrew before his mother tongue, and
was graduated from Miami at the age of sixteen.
"Soon after graduation he was appointed Professor of Belles
in this field of labor his knowledge

Lettres at Woodward College.

of English literature was broadened and he acquired a love for the
classic English writers that lasted through life.58
-4k

Alexander's name is rarely mentioned in connection with the
McGuffey Readers; but he was the sole compiler of the Rhetrical
Guide, which was later incorporated in the Fifth and Sixth Readers.
His assistance may not have been restricted to these two higher
readers, as he was living with William Holmes L:cGuffey when the
latter was working on the first four readers; and members of
Alexander's fa-7,11y feel that he doubtless helped--at least that
he was present at every step in the making of the first four books.59
Alexander rc3uffey was interested in studying law, and while*
teachlng En;71ish literature in Woodward College, he also read law.
He was ad:7.itted to the bar in 1e37, when he was twenty-one years
of age.

58Vail, on. cit., p. 3E.
59Clifton, ---cit., p. 57.
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thee,
His labor for his clients was in keeping
acts
contr
ssed
expre
ly
out of the courts by clear
in jury
and prudent action. He was seldom engaged
conving
invol
cases
in
trials; but he was expert
of
edi7e
knowl
his
suits
tracts and wills. In such
reasclose
of
power
the principles of law and his
posioning were valuable. He was often placed in
years
fifty
than
tions of trust, and was for more
the Cinthe watchful guardian of the interests of
cinnati College.60
to the bar he also
In the same year in which he was admitted
Readers the manuscript
prepared for the publishers of the McGuffey
of the 1cGuffe7 Eclectic §pellinpl Book.
r, they asked
When the publishers desired a Fifth Reade
Alexander to compile it.

He was a young lawyer and probably did

e.
the work during his leisure time in the law offic

At this time

University--away
William Holmes McGuffey was President of Ohio
istrative affairs.
frem Cincinnati and probably too busy with admin
became the Fifth
This work was called the Rhetorical Guide, and it
Reader of 1844.
Cincinnati and
Alexander became a very successful lawyer in
g his early prooften helped his older brother financially durin
older brother never
fessional years. Alexander's son said that the
be the rule that
forgot the help received and that "It seemed to
what each had the other shered."61
Vail describes Alexander McGuffey thus:
r. A. H. reGuffey was a noteworthy figure in
any assemblage of men. He was tall, slender and
He
erect. His manner was urbane and reserved.
s
l
board
tiona
educa
and
table
served on many chari

60
Vail, or. cit., p. 37.
61
Clifton, cp. cit., p. 66.

40
. He 'Las
and was attentive to his trusts
, being
rch
chu
me:lber of the Episcopalian
ntly a
que
fre
a wden in his parish, and
he was
rp,
whe
to the Diocesan Convention,
."
Law
authcrity on Ecclesiastical

an active
many years
delegate
a recognized

zabeth M. Drake, the
Alexander H. McGuffey married Eli
er
ke, of Cincinnati, in 1839. Aft
daughter of the famous Daniel Dra
ge
Rich of Boston. He had a lar
her death he married Caroline V.
family.
1896.
He died in Cincinnati on June 3,

In his successful life

was
ation of the Rhetorical Guide
of nearly eighty years his prepar
In fact, his influence upcn the
perhaps the greatest achievement.
greater than his brother's,
Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Readers was
torical Guide were later put
because many selections from the Rhe
ders.
into all three of the higher rea

E. The Readers
man organized the pubWinthrop B. Smith and William B. Tru
Cineinxiati, Ohio, about 1834.
lishing firm of Truman and Smith in
books.
Both had had experience in selling
Child's Bible,
They were, In 1834, publishing The
Arithmetic, Smith's
Mason's Sacred Harp, Ray's Little
-Smith's I'roductive
Practical and Mental Arithm77177
FUTJ Reader, and a
- ammar, The Picture Primer, The Ti7
.1.
mentary cha.eacter.63
few771-ceTITneous books of an ele
in our country, books
Even in the early days of education
to be employed; and at first
would not sell themselves--agents had

6222. cit., p. 32.
, nnich, ER. cit., p. 30.
63r.J.
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Mr. Smith was his own best agent.

Mr. Smith and Mr. Truman did

not always see things alike--Mr. Truman was not as well trained
in the schoolbook business as Mr. Smith.
Nearly every process in the manufacture of a book at that
time was mere hand labor, and the simplest tools were used.

Even

though no expensive outlay of capital was involved in the business,
the firm was not prosperous, and the partnership was soon dissolved.
.*
Ifk

It Is said that Mr. Smith went early one morning
to their humble shop on the second floor of No. 150
main Street and made two piles of sample books. In
one he put all the miscellaneous publications of the
firm, big and little--the Child's Bible and Sacred
HFIrp, among them--and on top of the pile placed all
th9 cash the firm possessed; in the other, were half
a dozen small textbooks, including the four IcGuffeyReaders. When 7.r. Truman arrived, Mr. Smith expressed
the desire to dissolve the partnership, showed the two
Piles and offered Mr. Truman his choice. He pounced
on the cash and the larger pile and left the insignificant schoolbooks for Mr. Smith, who thereupon became
the sole owner of McGuffey's Readers.64
Mr. Smith had already sensed that there was a future in
schoolbooks --perhaps through the success of Ray's Little Arithmetic.
When he desired a series of readers, he first asked Miss Catherine
Beecher, the daughter of the Reverend Lyman Beecher and sister of
Henry Ward Beecher, to assume the authorship of a series of Eclectic
Readers.

Minhich says that though Miss Beecher had shown much

interest in elementary education, her main interests lay in higher
educaticn for women, and she declined Mr. Smith's proposition;
and he thinks that it is probable that she suggested 7!cGuffey to
Smith.65

TcGuffey was an intimate friend of the Beechers and was

"Vail,
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d
leading educator and husban
associated with Calvin E. Stowe,
titute.
Western College Teachers Ins
of Harriet Beecher, in the
dent that the readers were pre
Acccrding to Vail, it is evi
eral
publishers and on such a gen
pared at the solicitation of the
desired by the publishers—Mcplan as to number and size as was
her.66
Cuffey did not search for a publis
Truman and Smith on April 28,
McGuffey signed a contract with
of
lication of a graded series
1836, for the preparation and pub
Minnich thinks Smith's proporeaders to consist of four books.
made in 1634 or early in 1835.67
sition to McGuffey was doubtless
s
hasty compilation. King say
These readers, however, were no
ious reading selections on the
that McGuffey began to test out var
ded
early as 1830, and he had gra
neighboring children in Oxford as
had discovered were the capaci
the selections according to what he
ties of the children.

t copies of
He also states that manuscrip

n of McGuffey's students, althese selections were made by certai
ed.68
though none of the copies have surviv
g firm of Van Antwerp Bragg
Vail (a member of the publishin
Truman and Smith) also bears
and Company, one of the successors of
says that while Dr. McGuffey was
testimony to this statement—he
pupils in Miami University, he
teaching mental philosophy to the
t for the two lower readers. To
WES also preparing the manuscrip
taught in his own house
test his work while in progress, he

66On. cit., p. 32.
67V.innich, on cit., p. 32.
Readers," Publishers Weekly,
68Edgar W. King, "The McGuffey
CXXX (September, 1936),
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When the contract was signed, the First and Second Readers
were ready for publication; and they were issued in 1836.

The

Third and Fourth Readers were to be completed within eighteen
months.

They were published in 1837.

"Dr. Benjamin Chidlaw,

then a student in college, aided the author by copying the indicated selections and preparing them for the printer.

He received

for this work five dollars and thought himself well paid."73
According to the terms of the contract, the publishers paid
McGuffey a royalty of ten per cent on all copies sold until the
sum of one thousand dollars was reached, after which the Readers
would become the absolute property of the publishers.
Vail says, though, that Dr. McGuffey was always employed
by the publishers in connection with important revisions and the
contracts specified a "satisfactcry consideration" in each case.74
Then, too, after the Civil War, when the readers attained a sale
f4"

which became very profitable, the publishers, without suggesticn
or solicitation, paid an annuity to Dr. McGuffey each year as
long as he lived.

"This was a voluntary recognition of their

esteem for the man and of the continued value of his wcrk."75
McGuffevls Eclectic Spellin

Bock, which was the work of

Alexander H. McGuffey, appeared in 1637 also.
On October 1, 1938, the publishers of the Worcester Readers
brought suit in the court of the United States against the publishers of the McGuffey Readers for $30,000, claiming that the

2E. cit., P•
741b'd., 17,. 34.

73va i1,
751cid.
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McGuffey Readers violated the
Worcester copyright in the use
of the same material al those use
d in the Worcester texts, and
that even the plan of the Thi
rd and Fourth Readers had been

A teinporary injunction was iss
ued December 25,
138; but befcre that date the
McGuffey Readers had
been carefully compared wit
h the Worcester Readers
and every selection was rem
oved that seemed in the
slightest degree an invasion
of the previous copyright of the Worcester Reader
s. As these McGuffey
books were still not stereotyp
ed, it cost nc more
to set up new matter than to
reset the old. On
the title page of each boo
k appeared the words,
"Revised and Improved Editio
n," and two paes in
explanation and defense were ins
76
erted
In addition to re:-.oving the pir
ated parts, Truman and
Smith paid the sum of two thousa
nd dollars to the Worcester
publishers. This suit may have
had something to do with
Truman's lack of interest in
schoolbooks.
Catherine Beecher came to the
rescue of Mcuffey and wrote
several articles which cleare
d his "literary escutcheon of any
dishonor."77 She stated, in her
defense of Mr. McGuffey, that
the pu.blishers of the McGuff
ey Readers had sent to Mx. McG
uffey
seventy volumes of contempor
ary school readers, to which McGuffey had added thirty mor
e. Minnich says this is possib
ly an
overstatem9nt of the number of
publications in scnool readers
and doubtless included a
number of spellers, as the transi
tion
from the speller-reader to
the reader-speller involved the
making
P
Of' many spelle
rs.'

76Ibd., p. 42.
77MInnich, 22• pit., p.
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The publishers took this opportunity to improve the books,
and Mc.:Tuffey Readers emerged better than ever.
Mr. Smith's first act, after he bought out Mr. Truman, was
to extend the series.

In 1841 he signed a contract with Alex-

ander McGuffey for the fifth reader, which appeared in 1844
with the title Rhetorical Guide.

It, however, proved to be

difficult and was soon ,
7evised with the aid of Dr. T. S. Pinneo,
and an alternative title was added; the reader was now called
Rhetorical Guide, or Fifth Reac!er.

For this immortal work

Alexander McGuffey was paid five hundred dollars and no royalties.
In 1849 the Primer was wholly remade into two volumes-,A

McGuffev's Smaller Eclectic Primer and McGuffey's Pictorial
Primer'.
The Sixth Reader appeared in 1855, and it included many
pieces from the Fifth as well as new selections.
.4

In some of the early books the retail price is printed.
In 1844 the retail price of the First Reader was twelve and
a half cents, and it contained 108 pages.

The Second Reader

contained 216 pages and was priced at 25 cents.

The Fourth

Reader contained 336 pages and cost 75 cents.
According to Minnich, the following revisions took place:
4

4

The First Reader was revised in 1841, 1844, and
1848; the Seconff—TE—F838, 1841, and 1344; tha Third
in 1038, 1843, and 1846; the Fourth in 1844 and 1848.
The Seller was revised, improved and enlarged in
1846. in tne early history of the books every reprinting was called an edition. These editions ran
Into figures as high as forty-one. The editIons in

:
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which radical changes ":ere maje in the entire
series were the editions of 1853, 1857, and
1879.79
Mr. Smith worked on the early revisions, but about 1643
Dr. Timothy S. Plnneo, a graduate of Yale, did much of the
revising of the editions published during the 1840's and
1850 1 s; Mr. and Mrs. Obed J. Wilson were responsible for the
revisions of the 1860 1 s; and four leading educators revised
the books in 1679:

Robert W. Stevenson, superintendent of

schools in Columbus, Ohio; Edwin C. Hewett, president of
Illinois State Normal School; Amanda Funnelle, professor of
primary methods in the Indiana State Normal School; and
Thomas W. Harvey, co!'n-piler of Harvey's Grammar.

The work was

carried on under the personal supervision of Mr. Vail.

Minnich

says much of the success of the Eclectic Series was due to the
eminent men called in as editors, critics, and compilers.
Other additions to the McGuffey series were the High School
Reader, published in 1857; the Eclectic Sneaker, in 1858; the
Juvenile Sneaker, in 1860; a set of reading charts, measuring
by 3 feet, about 1E57; and minor changes in the 1857 edition
were made in 1665, 1E66, and 1885.
The 1679 revision was caused by the publication of the Appleton Readers in 1677 a'nd by the pushing of these books by a number
of skilled agents.

These books were illustrated with carefully

prepared engravings, well printed and well bound.

The illus-

trations in the 1879 editions were made, regardless of cost,

791bid., p. 62.
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by the best artists and eng
ravers to be found in the
country.
The Fifth and Sixth Rea
ders contained brief biographi
es of
each author and exzlanato
ry notes about the text.8
°
Henry Ford has had reprin
ts of the 1E57 edition, and
the 1879 edition was pub
lished as a centennial editio
n in
1936 by the American Boo
k Company.
After the dissolution of the
partnership with Truman,
Smith was the sole propri
etor of the McGuffey Reader
s until
1852. He then admitted
as partners Edward Sargen
t and Daniel
B. Sargent, his rife's
brothers, and the firm bec
ame W. B.
Smith and Company. The
y all became millionaires.
Alice
McGuffey Morrill says it
always amused Alexander McG
uffey to
figure that at least
ten millionaires were made
out of the
McGuffey Readers.81
People persisted in ask
ing William why he had
sold his copyright for a
mess of pottage. He finall
y
grew touchy on the subjec
t and would reply that "th
e
time, labor, worry, and
expense of the introduction
and distribution of the
books fell altogether on the
publishers, and they wer
e entitled to all the pec
uniary profits
n62
Since it was not possib
le to deliver books in New
York
from Cincinnati as che
aply as the books could be
made In the
East, Mr. Smith made arr
angements with Clark, Austin
anf Smith,
of New York, to become the
Eastern publishers of the
YoGuffeV
Readers and other books,
and a duplicate set of pla
tes w..s sent
to New York. The Smi
th of this firm was a bro
ther of 7r.

60Vai1, or. cit., pp. 5a
-6o.
0111
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Winthrop Smith.

Because of the Civil War the company failefl

and Mr. Smith bought their assets in 1F62, placed Mr. W. B.
Thalheimer in charc:e of the business, and resumed control of
the duplicate plates.
Before 1860 Mr. Smith had a considerable part of the
schoolbook trade in the Southern states--due mostly to the
location of Cincinnati on the Ohio River; but the War also
swept away this trade and left the firm with many accounts
that were not then collectible.

The continuance of the war,

with the attendant difficulty of money, in addition to advancing age and ill health, combined to lead Mr. Smith to
withdraw from business.
A new company, Sargent, Wilson and Hinkle, was oranizel
in 1E63, with Edward Sargent, Obed J. Wilson, and AnthonTTH.
Hinkle as general partners and W. B. Smith and D. B. Sargent
as special partners (furnishing capital but taking no part).
All these men had been connected with the firm in different
capacities.
During the War the Methodist Book Concern of Nashville,
Tennessee, reprinted the FcGuffev Readers and supplied the
region south and west of Nashville until the Federal line
swept pact the city.

This proved a great asset in keeping

the Readers in use.
In 1E66 the special interests ceased to exist, and Mr.
1

Lewis Van Antwerp

Was

admitted as a partner.

In 1E.C8 the

firm was again dissolved, Kr. Sargent retired, and a new
firm, Wilson, Hinkl(; and Company, bought all the
a.zsets.

.1110.:r.r•'.•
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In 1E77 this firm was dissolved, and the business was purchased by a new fir:-, Van Antwerp, Bragg and Company.
firm was composed of former employees.

This

Henry H. Vail, the

author of one of the histories of McGuffey, was a member of
this company.
Van Antwerp, Bragg and Company issued many new and successful books and remade many, including the 1,7cGurfe7 Series,
Ray's Arithmetic, and Harvey's Grammars.

The company was so

successful in selling these books that rival firms called
them "Van Anteup, Grabb and Company," which was an indicatlon
*Y,

that this firm had captured a larger share of the bock trade
than was agreeable to its competitors.
In 1890 the American Book Company bought the copyrights
and plates of the firm.

The four active partners in the firm

at the time of the sale, each of whom had been in the schoolbook business for twenty-five or thirty years, entered the
employ of the American Book "Company.
The latest revision of the McGuffey Readers, five books
in all, was published by the American Book Company in 1901.
The work of this revision was done by Dr. James Baldwin, who
was the author of the Harper Readers and of the Baldwin
Readers.

Care was taken to maintain the high moral tone that

so clearly marked Dr. McGuffey's work, as well as to add some
valuable new matcrial.
Although the rcauffev Readers were used to some e::tcnt
V

in almost all parts of the United States except New England,
their widest use was in the Middle ;;est and South.

J,A5.7
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were the basic schoolbooks in thi
rty-seven states; in some
they were the only ones.83 Man
y estimates have been made of
the enormous nunl,er of copies sol
d. Louis Dilman, one of
the presidents of the American
Book Company, in a letter to
Dean H. C. Minnich of Miami Univer
sity, estimated the total
sale of the McGuffey Series—prime
rs, spellers, and readers-as about 122,000,000.84 Alice
McGuffey Morrill says when you
take into consideration the size
of pioneer families and consider that the books were handed dow
n "dog-eared and tattered"
from brother to brother, and eve
n from father to son, you can
multiply the number sold by five
to estimate the correct number
who studied from them.85
When America sent expeditions of
school-teachers
to carry American culture to the
Philippines and Porto
Rico, McGuffeyls Readers were transl
ated into Spanish;
when Japan felt an urge to experi
ment with American
ways, McGuffey's was translated
and carried its democratic point of view into the bac
kground of a crystallized feudalism centuries old
.SO
At a dinner :1,ate1y given. in New Yor
k to Marquis
Ito of Japan, the Marquis respon
ded to the toast of
his health returning thanks in
English. He then continued his remarks in Japanese for
some eight minutes.
At its close Mr. Tsudjuki, who was the
n the minister
of Education in Japan, traveling
with Marquis Ito as
his friend and companion, and who
had taken shorthand
notes of the Japanese speech, ros
e and translated the
speech readily and fluently int
o good English. Cne
of the guests asked how he had lea
rned to speak Enslish
so correctly. He replied that he
had done sc in the

83liews v:eek, (July 25, L-3-36), p.
25.
84ciifton, OD. cit
., n. 75.
852E.cit., p. A.
8651111iVall,

OD. cit.,

p. 2.
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public schools of Japan and added, "I learned my
English from Mcguffey's headers, with which you
are no doubt familiar."87
Mcguffev Readers are still selling.

The latest copyright

date is 1920-21, and interest in the readers is growi
ng yearly-largely as collection items.
Mr. Edgar W. King, Librarian of Miami University, Oxford,
Ohio, in speaking of collecting the Readers, says:
First editions of the McGuffey readers are most
of them extremely rare, but three or four copies of
the first issues of the 1836 first and second readers
are known; only one copy of the 1837 primer and none
of the 1837 speller. Oddly enough, some of the later
dates are among the hardest to find. The 1885 series
and the 1687 "Alternate Readers," published first by
Van Antwerp Bragg, later by the American Book Company,
are some of them quite scarce. One of the commonest
series is the Van Antwerp Bragg 1879 edition.
Of the older dates, perhaps the easiest set to
complete is the Winthrop B. Smith and Company edition
of 1853.88
The four largest McGuffey collections are those belonging
to Maude Blair of Detroit, Henry Ford, Miami Unive
rsity, and the
Ohio Archaeological and Historical Society.
Unfortunately files of the McGuffev Readers in the Library
of Congress are defective for the earlier editi
ons.
When Truman and Smith began publishing, the
copyright law required the deposit of titles and
copies of the several books in the office of the
Clerk of the District Court. At first such deposits were made in Columbus, Ohio, but later in
Cincinnati. When Congress organIzed the Copyright
Bureau in Washingtcn, the several clerks were required to send to the Library of Congress all the
sample copies deposited; but these had been carelessly kept and many were lest
69

87Vai1, a.
. cit., p. 1 3.
cit., p.
89vail, or. cit., p. 67.
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King gives the following informative
check list of the
first editions of the ,11cGuffey Rea
ders:
1. Eclectic Primer. Cincinnati, Truman
and
Smith.
l p. 18M67--Tillow wrappers. (One known
copy). 1837.
2. Eclectic First Reader. Cincinnat
i, Truman
and Smith. 72 p. 18mo. Green wrappers
or yellow
boards. Possibly first copies bound
in green
wrappers. (Three or four known cop
ies). 1836.
3. Eclectic Second Reader. Cincinnat
i, Truman
and Smith. 164 p7—YUEU. Iellow boa
rds. (Three or
four known copies). 1836.
4. Eclectic Third Reader. Cincinnat
i, Truman
and Smith. 165 p. 12mo. Light blu
e, also dark blue
boards. (Four or five known copies
). 1837.
5. Eclectic Fourth Reader.
and Smith. 279 p 12mo. Sheep.
copies). 1837.

Cincinnati, Truman
(Four or five known

6. Rhetorical Guide compiled by
Cincinnati, Winthrop B. Smith. She A. H. McGuffeyep. (Very scarce).
1844.
7. Sixth Eclectic Reader. Cincinnat
i, Winthrop
B. Smith and Company. Cloth. (Fairl
y common). c. 1855.
8. High School Reader. Cincinnati,
Winthrop B.
Smith and Company. Cloth. (Fairl
y common). c. 1857.
9. Eclectic Speaker. Cincinnati, Win
throp B.
Smith and Company. Cloth. (Scarc
e). c. 1958.
10. Juvenile Speaker,. Cincinnati,
Winthrop B.
Smith and Company. Boards. (Scarc
e). 1860.
11. Eclectic Spelling Book by A.
H. McGuffey.
Cincinna7177770an and Smith. Probab
ly
blue boards.
(I:o known copy of the first edition.
Ear
lieck copy
found to date is 11th edition,
1838). 1337.'

900D. cit., D. 1154.
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Even though the business ability of Winthrop B. Smith
may have been large responsible for the success of the
YcGuffey Readers, posterity does not give him the credit.
He seems to be the forEotten rich man of the story, while
McGuffey's, the book, seems destined to grow in popularity
through the years.
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CHAP2hr., III
AN EVALUATION OF THE McGUFFEY READERS
A. As Textbooks
Franzen and Knight give five major criteria for the sers,

lection of textbooks:
1. The Factor of Interest
2. The Factor of Comprehension
3. The Permanent Methods of Study Involved
in the Text
4. The Permanent Value of the Content
5. The Mechanical Construction of the Textl
Since I believe the McGufre,r Readers fulfill these requirements, I shall seek to evaluate them under these five
headings:
1. The Factor of Interest.

The very first title of the

series, Eclectic headers by W. H. McGuffey, sought to create
Interest by the use of the word eclectic, meaning a selection
of the best fron ether readers and greater than any.

t'.any of

the selections frcm Shakespeare, Y.ilton, Byron, and others are
still gems of literature.

Y.er;uffey, however, played such an

impertant part in the educational life of the laddle I'est during
the first decade after the publication of the series that the

1
F. H. Fran=e:-. and F. B. Knight, Tetbeok Se]ect:on
(Baltimore: Warwi: and vcrk, Inc.,
p. 11.

•.;
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name MeGuffev
must have seemed of greater commer
cial value
than the s.
1 op,un eclect
ic. As early as the 1841 edition, the
name McGuffev
Was at the top of the tit
le page, even though
it was in
small type; in the 1857 edi
tion it was a little more
prominent; in the
1879 edition it claimed first attention
as
the title; and
in the edition of 1901 the
word Eclectic was
deleted; but It
was restored in a secondary pos
ition in 1920.
The actual
title in the minds of the mil
lions who read the
books
was L:c:311ffev's from 1840, and the wor Ecl
ectic never
d
came into the
con,
zoicusness of the people who used the
books
after that
time.2 Eclectic, howeve
r, was a wise choice and
would have
continued to hold a prominent pla
ce on the covers
of the books
had not the fame of the aut
hor become so widely
known among
bot:1 parents and teache
rs.
The titles
of the various selections als cre
o
ate interest.
Who would not
w&nt to read "The Boys lYno Did Mis
chief for Fun,"
"Meddlesome Mat"
"Dare to Do Fight", "The Money Amy
Didn't
Earn," "Harry
His Dog," "The Disobedient Girl," or
"The
Discontented .
.
1- en"9 McGuff
'
ey evidently gave much thought
to the titles
cf :ne selections in his
readers.
1-1- -ee Cakes," used by man contem
y
porary
school rea.le
7.0
,
is
cal
led
by
McG
uff
"Th
ey
ree Boys
and Three
introducing the human item in the
title. Anot
ne- parable story in which "knowleds
Is Pc)we
e
'l i
ended with "II see, I see,' sai
d the
Little Ls..1's entitled by one reader "1 .le
I See,"
e, I See,
s.7_,7ther "-Knowledze," and by McGuff
ee
.
ey
Power," and what punil of McGuffey
has

2,4

4 •
:ft., pp. EE-6,9.

4a.L.
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ferKotten that "knowledEe is power"? The
!!antli he changes to "Honesty Rewarded";
"The Little Boats" to "The Little Sailer Boys";
t:
i Obedience to Parents" to "The Disobedient Girl";
The 31clii;h Ride" to "The Yerry Sleigh Ride"; "The
Guido Pout" to "Harry and the Guide Pcst."3
"Oran',

The illustrations were carefully chosen to appeal to
children, even though the first pictures were not original.
Uany of the mcenes of the early stories were copied from
English books and had a British setting.
Tho nice little boys wear round-about jackets
With ruffled cellars at the neck. The proper little
girls hive scoop bonnets and conspicuous pantalets.
host of the men wear knee breeches. The houses shorn
have the thatched roofs of English cottages. In one
picture a boy has a regular cricket bat. Other schoolbooks of that date show similar appropriations of
English engravings; but even at that time there rere
a few wood engravers in America. When the second
generml revision was made in 1843, some original illustrntions appeared and in the edition of 1853 notice
W&3 given en the title page that the engravings were
copyri ght property that must not be used by others.4
The outstanding difference between the old reading books
and the new, to the untecnnical eye, is not so much a difference
of education:a method tis of the use of the interest and adjust.71

ment in each ease to the social prejudices and set mental patterns of the at7e that has to be approached.

,!I

build up fro: the particular and familiar.

Both old and now
McO ffey, in his

First Reader, starts with familiar farm objects, nearly all expressed Tn words of one syllable.

The up-to-date reader, how-

ever, beE1:1=; with the telephone and the automobile.

4

4Va4l,

62, 63.
cit., pp.

67, e.

>
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Fullerton says that McGuffey wrote readers peopled with
children, animals, flowers, pets, games, and Nature, thus
taking the children out of the darkness of fear into gardens
of flowers, woods filled with singing birds, and into starlit
nights.5
The variety of material in the readers made them interesting to the children.

Some fables came from as far back as

Aesop; others retold bits of homely truth that had been crystallized generations before by British people, while others of
the stories and truths were native to America.

There were many

lessons learned by pioneer contact with the frontier of a new
country, such as experiences with Indians and wild animals.5
The arrangement of the lessons seems to have been devised
to afford such variety as to sustain interest and to create
taste for further reading.
The McGuffev Readers, therefore, show that they were chosen
and arranged to appeal to the child mind of the times, an Inpertant item in creating interest in reading.
2. The Factor of Comprehension.

McGuffey seems to have

oeen much concerned about the oomprehension of reading materiel
by learners, as evidenced by his instruct!ons to teachers and
pupils in the prefaces of the many editions of the Readers.
All his suggestions in the preliminary remar;:s laid great emphasis upon this ite:n.

Rule I in many of the books stressed

511 That Guy I-:cGuffey," p.
63.
6Sullivan, en. cit., p. 23.
-

,4504,—Aw,
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the fact that a learner should always, before attempting to
read a lesson, make himself fully acquainted with the subject
as treated in that lesson, and endeavor to make the feelings
and sentiments of the writer his own.

Then there followed a

list of devices and drills for acquiring correct articulation,
inflections, accent, emphasis, modulation, and poetic pauses.
Two other points that were stressed were to teach the pupil to
comprehend fully and clearly the ideas expressed by the authors,
and then to express those thoughts with the same precision and
clearness of emphasis, accent, and inflection that he would
use in expressing his own thoughts.
Silent reading has been greatly stressed in modern education, and many educators feel that it has been as much
exaggerated as oral reading was toward the last of the n:neteenth century.

William S. Gray says that one of the unde-

sirable trends in the history of reading during the past decade
has been the exclusive emphasis on silent reading in many
schools and a correspcnding neglect of oral reading.7

The

silent reading in the McGuffey Readers was merely a preparation
for the final oral reading, whereas the modern method of reading
has been functionally not non-oral, but a combination of the
two methods, with silent reading playing the predominant role.
According to many recent articles on reading, there is a trend

7fl A Decade of Progress," The Teachinr of Reading: A Second
Report, Tnirty-sixth Yearbook c the laticnal Society for the
Study of Education, Fart I (Eloomington, Illinois: Public School
Publishing Co., 1S.'37), p. 7,

•
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toward a wider use of oral reading in the futur
e.

The fol-

lowing paragraphs frcm a doctoral study by
Ada V. Hyatt demonstrate the feelings of many educators on the
subject:
Between 1925 and 1930 the attention directed
toward silent reading was exaggerated to such an
extent that oral reading was almost overlooked In
professional literature as well as in the schoo
ls.
About 1930 some educators suggested ways in
which oral reading could be used advantageously
in natural classroom situations. It was agreed
that, although the majority of people did most of
their reading silently, oral reading was useful
in many out-of-door situaticns. "They recommende
d
its use as a means of teaching and of testing
ability to ccmprehend in reading, of developing
powers of literary appreciation, of developing
ability to use the English language, of improving
speech habits, and of providing for participation
in out-of-school situations demanding oral expression."
Much professional literature showed that failure to provide oral reading, instruction was a
resul'
of shortsightedness, and that a great deal of
attention should be given to it
8
These ideas seem to me to be very much the same
as those
held by McGuffey.

There is a place for both silent and cral

reading.
Questions were arranged at the end of the lesso
ns in the
McGuffey Readers to direct the pupils in prepa
ring for the oral
recitation, and 7.,:cGuffey seems to have been a pione
er in this
field, as the rredecessors to his readers did
not use this
method.9

The following questions at the end of the lessen on

8"Place of Ora, Reading in the School Program," Summa
ry,
Teachers College Reccrd, LXV (Lew York: Teach
ers College,
CQ-umbia University, 1743), 126.
91.:innich, on. cit., p. 65.
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"No Excellence without Labor" by 'Art illustrates

cGuffey's

method:
Whose work is the education of every man?
Vat did the ancients say upon this point? By
what reasoning does the writer prove this to be
the case? What, then, is required to secure
excellence?
Another item of comprehension in the McGuffey Readers
was the use of drills upon the syllable as a unit in word
mastery.

McGuffey considered enunciation of the utmost im-

portance in a spoken language.

An illustration of this

method of his teaching is taken from "Control your Temper":
Pronounce correctly and articulate distinctly--nat-u-ral-ly, not nat-er-rul-ly, nor
nat'r 1 1-1v: cult-ure, (pro. cult-'), not
cul-ter, ncr cul-tshur; es-pe-cial-ly, not
de-rangtd, not de-rangfd; defer-ence, not def-runce; gov-erns, not gov-uns;
win-dow-blind, not win-der-bilne; u-su-al, not
u-shul.
The definitions of the unusual words in each lesson were
always given at the end of the selection.
Many valuable suggestions were given to the teachers in
the prefaces of the books.

The preface of the 1688 Fifth

Reader states that the difficulties in the way of a clear
understanding of the thought may come from three sources:
unfamiliar words, failure to comprehend a figure of speech,
A

and unfamiliarity rith the allusions; and then instructions
are given teachers on how to lead the nuoils in overcoming
thee-.e dificulties:
No fact is properly appreciated until we know
where it occurred, when it occurred, and whv it occurred. It in not neces:,
, ary to knrw the vnere, rhen,
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and why, of all facts; but it is worth while
that a pupil should know how to study a fact
so as to give it a value to himself
Pupils should be taught how to master the full
thought of these selections from the best
English and American authors, in order that
they may in after life be able to read intelligently, and therefore with pleasure, the
10
thoughts of those who are moving the world
The Readers were planned and revised frcm time to time
to meet the grcwing needs of the pupils.
was wholly remade into two volumes:

In 1849 the Frimer

McGuffey's Smaller Ec-

lectic Primer and r.cGuffev's Pictorial Eclectic Primer.

The

Pictorial Primer introduced the children to the earliest
phases of visual education, which proved a valuable aid in
comprehending the thought of the reading selections.
Einnich has the following to say about the illustrations
in the Pictorial Primer:
It contained 172 engravings; of boys 52, girls
32, dogs 26, cats 23; birds, toys, fruits, animals
familiar and striking, games, childhood's dramatic
scenes, thrilling adventure, and picus methers and
children praying to an all-seeing God
It was a
11
veritable modernized Orbis Pictus
This bock contained nearly one thousand words of one syllable and nearly two hundred words of two syllables.

child

was gradually led from short, simple words to longer and more
difficult ones.
Even though many of the selections in the Readers are extracts from great writers, one is impressed with the fact that
these e:Itrects are wcnderfully complete In themselves.

le'cluffey's Alternate Fifth ReLe.er (Cincinnati:
Antwer;:, Brag and Company, 1777);7713.

1%2
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cit., p. 16.
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does not need to read the wi . ole of Byron's "Don Juan" to
appreciate the six stanzas thnt describe the thunder-storm
on the Alps.12
The style of the language of both the original and the
selected stories was especially interesting to children.
The rapid sequence of simple ideas in narration, the essential factors in description, and the exciting appeal to the
imagination rank the readers as superior ones in the factor
of comprehension.
3. The Permanent Methods of Study Involved in the Text.
I can think of no better permanent method of study than teaching a pupil to comprehend fully and clearly the ideas expressed
by authors.

The ability to express these thoughts orally helps

to impress them en the minds of the pupils.

Frcm hasty and

thoughtless reading we acquire the habit of reading mere words
without any thought.

I believe the oratorical training the

pupils who read the naufe-y- Readers received of expressing
orally the meaning of a certcln selection would also prove a
valuable asset in reading silently.

Of course, this method,

like all other methods of teaching, was overdone by some
teachers and caused a dislike of oratory by a mincrity of the
pupils; but I believe the principle was a sound one.

Fullerton

tells the following interesting stories of two of his Friday
afternoon recitations:

. en. cit., p. 16.

„.
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Friday was oration day in our school. Also
it was our favorite day for not feeling well
until after the second bell rang, if we :ere
in good grace at ho:le, or for playing hooky,
especially if we had to be in a dialogue or
plsylet. We didn't dare call them playlets,
because the theater was as wicked as dancing,
almost.
r,ost of us hated d:alogues. Once I
had to dress up--put on shoes and stockings
and everything--and recite one with Nellie
Marshall, during which I had to say something
mushy and hand her a bouquet of flowers. I
hated Nellie for years on account of that-you know, hated and loved her at the same
tie.16
Once when we had a men teacher named
Fichards--never did like him until afterward-he ordered everyone to recite something one
Friday, and twenty-six of us learned "The
Village Blacksmith" and recited it one after
another all afternoon, while he sat unsmiling
and with increasing threat of impending doom.
Knowing we were in for it, we grew reckless
and tried to outdo one another in gestures.
It came my turn, and finally, flexing my arm
dramatically, I shouted
And the muscles of his brawny arms
Are strong as iron bands.
"Scrawny, Hugh, scrawny.," said Richards,
wrecking me completely.I4
Th.e success of this method in memorization is evidenced
by the fact that many former Ic1,7:uffeyites can still recite the
selections given on those Friday afternoons long ago.
Herbert Quick says he found a tune to which he could sing
Browning's "how They Brought the Good News from Ghent to Aix"

13"That Guy YeGuffey," p. 63.
14Tbid.,p. 64.
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and sang it at the top of his voice as he followed
his cows
or the plow or harrow; shouted "Ivry" to the vastn
esses of
the prairie, and deepened his boyish voice to
orotund on
"Now god-like He3tor and his troops descend," and
that somehow he thus became acquainted with good literature
.15
The questions on the thought involved in the selec
tions,
T an sure, have proved to be a permanent metho
d of reading
used by many of the pupils who had to be prepa
red to answer
those questions to a good teacher.

Fullerton also bears

testimony of the wise use of this method:
Gosh, what fun we had in the Fourth Reader'
The only trouble was that in our edition there was
a series of questions printed after each lesso
n
which had to be answered, so a fellow could not
just read a piece without thinking of the meani
ng
and the moral, or pretty soon he would find himse
lf
dorn at the foot of the class, or maybe even stand
ing in a corner with a dunce cap on his head.16
Fullerton, in commenting on Lesson XLVII of the Fifth
Reader, says that they learned Roman numerals
easily in studyIna the McGuffev Re.--a good illustration
of the correlation of reading with arithmetic.17
The drills upon the syllable an a unit in word
mastery,
and the importance of enunciation as a first
essential in a
spoken language proved of inestimable value
to the many foreigners, as well as to native Americans, who
were seeking to

19
-'Herbert Quick, Cne Len's Life (Indianapolis:
Merrill Company, 1925), p.-17.77
16"That Guy McGuffey," p. 58.
17Ibid., p. 63.
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learn the Enellsh language.

McGuffeyites still remember

I like to see a lit-tie dog
And pat him on the head;
So pret-ti-ly he wags his tail
Uhen-ev-er he is fed.
and many other verses learned more than fifty years ago.
4. The Permanent Value of the Content.

The essential

characteristics of the headers, as expressed in the Preface
of the 1879 Fifth, were designed for the following purposes:
....to obtain as wide a range of leading
authors as possible, to present the best specimens of style, to insure interest in the subjects,
to impart valuable information, and to exert a
decided and healthful moral influence.18
rark Sullivan has well expressed the results of these
purposes in Our Times:
These purposes corresponded rith the effects
McGuffey's had on four generations of American
life. McGuffey's was the source of America's taste
in reading--for many average Americans, the only
reading of poetry or classic prose they ever had.
Along with that, McGuffey's was the source of that
stock of points of view and tastes held in common,
which constituted much of America's culture, its
codes of morals and conduct, its standards of propriety, its hcmely aphorisms, its "horse-sense"
axioms. In this field McGuffey's embodied, of
course, some points of view common to civilization
everywhere; but McGuffey's also taught and accounted for mental attitudes and ethical concepts
which differentiated America from other zeoples2 or
were more emphasized in America than elserhere.19
Minnich says that children's literature, when the first
schcol readers of the riddle West were completed,

as all but

unknown.20

lercGlif*fevvo Fifth 1.7c1 ctic Reaer (Cincinnati:
Book Company, 1379)777
1g0P. cit., pp. 22, 23.
2°Cp•cit.,
- -n. 70.

kmerican

67

4

Aesop's fables, !lother Goose rhyme3, and
Ed7ewerth's adult-child literature comprised the catalog. Hans Christian Andersenls
fa:nous fairy tales, published in 1835, did not
reach America for the early school readers.21
While some cf the selections were from contemporary
writers, now unkncwn, others were distinctly good.

The Fifth

Reader was announced as a book of "Elegant Extracts in Prose
4

and Poetry," and it gave an excellent survey of the best lit-

A

erature of the English-speaking world.
In the 1844 Fifth Reader there were quoted
twenty-six English and thirteen American authors
whose works survive
in the Sixth of 1879 one
hundred and eleven of the great authors were
quoted: Shakespeare, nine times; Longfellow and
Scott, each four times; Bryant, Irving, Webster,
and the Bible, each three times; Addison, 3eecher,
Dickens, Holmes, Johnson (Samuel), Thomsen, Whittier,
and Wilson, each two times. There were also included one Cr more selections from Gray, Cowper,
Halleck, Drake, Macaulay, V;ebster, Patrick Henry,
Grimke, Southey, Hook, Addiscn, Milton, and other
literary peers
While readirrg aloud was a controlling cbjective
in all the ?.r.eGuffey literary selections, there is in
every selecticn evidence cf literary taste and judgment. Roth William H. McGuffey and Alexander McGuffey
were men who dwelt frequently near the muses and always
In a literary atmosphere.22
Many McGuffeyites think the present generation of youngsters would profit by reading the moral lessens contained in
the McGuffev Readers.

Most of the direct teaching of morals

was in the Headers designed fcr youneer pupils, the Primer and
the First to Fcurth Readers.

21 Ibid.
22Tbid., p. 72.
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In the earlier editions, the
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moral was given for the pu;-ils, but in the later editions
the young reader is left to absorb it with his own good
sense.
YcGuffey soui7ht to teach that it pays to be good.

Right

always won, and sir and evil were always punished in his lessons.

This teaching has, however, been the cause of much

criticism by many sophisticated writers of our generation,
who contend that this is not true to life.

Many present-day

adults, viewing realistic literature at its height of perfection, are hungry for something different.

Maybe the children

of today are also bored with the true stories in their readers.
Many phrases and words associated in familiar couplets
and passages haVe become standardized parts of the vocabulary
of a large number of American citizens.
in 1910, roared at William

When Theodore Roosevelt,

oward Taft, his rebellious protege,

"I don't propose to be a Meddlesome Matty," most United States
citizens knew what he meant.23
•4

Because allusions to characters

in McGuffey's were as quickly grasped as allusions to Biblical
characters, everybody who heard him instantly recalled the
little

Ir1 in Mo3uffey's who, overcome by an overmastering

intellectual curiosity, tugged open her grandma's snuff box
and "the snuff came puffing in her face."

She suffered a pun-

ishment described in the couplet:
"In vain she ran about for ease;
She could do nothing else but sneeze."

23mi-e (August 3, 1036), p. 2C.
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It is a surprising thing, but no one seemed shocked at
the idea of grandma's taking snuff.

Our readers today aro

true to life, but none of them mention grandma's smoki
ng
cigarettes.

Our hypocrisy is much better organized now.

Sullivan says that many a reader will find in McGuffey's,
to his surprise, the origin not only of phras
es, but of sentiments, tastes, standards of conduct, and inhibition which
s
in
his pride he supposed were indigenous
to himself.24
Minnich feels that McGuffey believed that the section of
society having reliable social experience should direc
t the
inexperienced into the highways of usefulness and happiness;
and, consequently, his long list of lessons
with moral purpose
covers a moral code of the broadest sccpe.25

He recognized

that the chief aim of the school reade
rs is to teach the child
to apprehend thought from the print
ed page and convey this
thought to the attentive listener with precision;
but he likewise believed that thes4 efforts shoul
d be exerted upon thoughts
that have permanent value.
Although most of the direct teaching of morals was in the
Primer and the first four readers,
thel-e was also the teaching
of morals in the higher readers,
but it was more indirect.
Fullerton has well expressed the value
of the moral tone of the
more advanced readers in the
following words:

240n.

p. 24.
cit., p. 90.
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acme of the selections may appear stilted
and severe now, and its moral tone may seem Victorian, but I'll defy any man or grcup of men to
choose from all the ranje cf English literature
an equal number of selections that will maintain
as high a moral and literary tone, give the same
proportions of humor, pathos, tragedy, comedy,
love and human interest, give as many lessons in
history and natural history, and be as closely
associated with Eyeat historical events, as are
In that reader
he Sixth7.
Viewed from any standpoint, the Rhetorical
Guide, the Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Readers--all
of which entered into the making of the ultimate
Sixth Reader--were remarkable literary works, and
they probably exerted a greater influence consciously upon the literary tastes and unconsciously
upon the morality of the United States than any
other books, excepting the Bible.26
A brief study of some of the social traits taught in the
Readers will illustrate the method of Mcauffey's teachings:
Evidently early rising was one of the virtues to be
taught to the primer students.

Children are incited to 00

Industrious by the poem:
The lark is up to meet the
The bee is an the wind;
The ant its labor has begun,
The woots with music ring.

L$

Shall birds, and bees, and ants, be wise,
thile I my moments waste?
0 let me with the morning rise,
And to my duty haste.
Eany family situations are given in which kindness to
parents and others ras uppermost.

A jeweler's son was pressed

by the elders of a aehrer synagogue, who were anxious to
buy
diamonds for the priest's ephod.

They offered him three times

269r7hat Guy ).7cGuffey," p. 64.
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tile price of the stones, but the son refused.

One hour later

he delivered the stenes in person and explained to them that
his father had been asleep, saying,

At his age a short hour

of sleep does him a great deal of good, and for all the gold
in the world I would not be wanting in respect to my father
to take from him a single ccnfort."
"Little Henry" was a story about three boys, each of
whom had a large cake.
sick.

"James ate so much that it made him

George kept his so long that it got dry and was not

fit to eat.

But John gave some of his cake to each of his

schoolmates, and then took a piece himself and gave the rest
to an old blind man."
The story of "The Maniac" illustrated the consequences
of the slightest violation of accuracy.

Conrad Lang was a

most trusted and scrupulous collector of revenues in the
city of Berlin who caused a deficit on his books by the accident of saying "once one is two."

So terrible was the idea

to him of being considered an embezzler that he became insane
and was taken to a hospital in Berlin, where visitors, often
moved to tears, beheld him, an old man, bowed and broken,
walking up and down his cell repeating "Once one is two."
Sometimes he would stop and say, "No, once one is one"; and
then he would resume his doleful renetition of "Cnce one is
two."
Ccnsideratien for animals was taught by the stcry about
a lame dog which, when cured, brought another lane dog to be
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administered to.
"Dare to Do Right!" depicted courae by a brave boy
who dared to kneel beside his bed in a dormitory to say his
prayers, even though he knew he would be ridiculed by the
other boys.

After a few nights, however, all the other boys

but three or four had followed his lead.
"Waste Not,

Thrift was a necessity In pioneer life.

Want Not," caused many a man who had read this story in
I,TcGuffev's Fourth Headers to hesitate to cut a string on a
package which he had received.

A father ordered sent to each

of his two sons, Ben and John, a package bcund with "whip cord."
Ben carefully untied his string, while John cut his.
the father gave the boys tops without cords.

Later

Then, still later

at an archery contest, the rules were "Three shots, you- own
bow and arrows, no lending, no borrowing."
and he has to withdraw from the contest.

John's cord breaks,

When Ben's string

snaps, he calmly draws his piece of whin cord from his pocket
and wins the prize.

On their way home John says to Ben, "I'll

take care how I waste anything hereafter."
Patriotism was taught through speeches, character sketches
of great American leaders, and poems.

The unparalleled elo-

quence of Patrick Henry for the independence of the colonies
ras recited by many a young man:

know not what course

others may take; but as for me, give me liberty, or give me
death."

The character of Washington was described thus:

"First in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his

48*-
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C ountrymen

Patriotic minister Muhlenberg of Woodstock,

Virginia, came to his pulpit in 1775, cast aside his pulpit
"c

mantle, exposed his military uniform, and uttered this bold
challenge:
"Who dares"--this was the patriot's cry,
As striding from the desk he came-"Come out with me, in Freedom's name,
For her to live, for her to die?"
A hundred voices answered "II"
While overhead with wild increase,
Forgetting its ancient toll of peace,
The great bell swung as neler before;
It seemed as if it would never cease;
And every word its ardor flung
From off its jubilant iron tongue
Was, "War! WaYq Warl"
And so, one might go on and on giving examples of humility,
temperance, patriotism, kindness, integrity, industry, cheerfulness, courage, etc.

The moral precepts in McGuffes-'s Readers

left their record in the ideals of conduct held by several generations of Americans.

What better permanent value could one

find?
5. The Mechanical Construction of the Text.

The mechanical

ccnstruction of the text or the McGuffey Readers was always the
best one in current use.

In the earliest editions the print

was small, but not as small as was that in The T:ew England Primer
and Lindlay Murray's Reader.

The size of the print, however,

gradually increased, and each edition of the McGuffey Readers
shows an improvement over the previous one.
When W. B. Smith carried on his business in the second
story over a small shop on 3.!ain Street, Cincinnati, Ohio,

- 14

--rsZvR'"'"°

Alstko

74
nearly every process in the manufacture of a book was mere
hand labor.
acter.27

The tools employed were of the simplest char-

The first four editions of McGuffev Readers were

printed frcm actual type, as all other books were then
printed; but before 1640 the Readers were produced from
stereotyped plates.

Next, electrotype plates were used,

and they afforded a sharper, clearer impression.

New ma-

chines have constantly been developed to cheapen and perfect
the manufacture of books, and the publishers of McGuffey's
have always been ready to avail themselves of the latest
methods of printing.

The latest copies of the books can

compare with any modern book on reading.
Progress is also shown in the illustrations.

The first

editions of The Readers did not contain a single criginal engraving, and these early engravings had no considerable artistic quality.

After the employment of a Genuine artist in

wood engraving in 1863, however, the illustrations began to
show a decided improvement.

Before the last edition was pub-

lished in 1901, photo-engraving had nearly supplanted wood
engraving, and again the publishers were alert to new ideas
and methods.

The illustrations from the first edition to the

last one are equal to or better than other readers of the same
period.
The first editions of the lower readers make use cf the
alphabetic method in teaching reading--the only method in use

27Vail,

EL• cit., p. 46.

at that time
.

:cCuffey's meth
od of teaching th
e beginner
tc read was
an improvement
over previous ro
aders and spellers.
"Often childr
en were given
only the spellinE
book until they
had mastered
words of four
syllables."28 Mc
Guffey eliminated
spelling as
a preliminary
unit of mastery be
fore reading. II
°
proceeded di
rectly from al
phabet to readin
g, with spelling
a means to
03
learning the
words of the re
ading text. The pupi
l
at first spel
led each word
by naming the le
tters, then pronounced each
syllable, and
lastly the word
. The following
example from
the Primer il
lustrates his me
thod:
"I-s is, i-t
it, a-n an, ox ox Is it an
ox?"
"I-t it, i-s
is, a-n an, ox ox It is an ox
."
At tLe top of
the page ther
e is a picture of
two oxen,
which, I am su
re, proved as
great an aid to
the children of
that age as
the illustra
tions in the mo
dern readers do to th
e
children of
today.
The prefaces
of the Fourth
, Fifth, and Sixt
h Readers set
fortn and de
fend the plan
of the McGuff
ey Readers. As a
guide
toward rhetor
ical reading
these books also
ccntain a careful
-7
prepared co
llection of ru
les and directio
ns with examples for
practice in
articulation,
inflection, acce
nt and emphasis, and
reading verse
for the manage
ment of the voic
e and gesture.
These pages we
re intended fo
r drill work to
ward the final ors:1
reading. The
following is an
interesting exam
ple of the exercises in pi
tch:

28 innich, EL
. cit., p. 61
.

76
8. do Man wants but little here below.
7. si Man wants but little here below.
6. la Man wants but little here below.
5. sol an wants but little here below.
4. fa Man wants but little here below.
3. ml Man wants hut little here below.
2. re Man wants but little here belcw.
1. do Man wants but little here below.
The mechanical construction of McGuffevls ReElders
was
a valuable asset in causing the books to
be as popular as they
were.
B. As Progress to Education
The material in the McGuffey Readers was adap
ted for the
child mind of the times--a great improvem
ent over previous
readers.

McCurfey's selections were free from theologi
cal

mysticism and fear of death.

There was no attempt to instill

dry, disconnected facts; but the lessons
were planned to appeal
to children, while at the same time impa
rting valuable Information.

"By some innate quality, a youthfulness of the
heart,

the Puritan YcGuffey divined how children
should be helped to
learn. He believed in the inalienable righ
t of the young to
happiness "29
The New Enzland Primer had groaned and warn
ed:
In Adam's Fall
We sinned all
1.c3uffey's First Reeders exclaimed and sang
:
Hear the children gayly shouts
"Half -cast four, and school is out
e
See then, as they aulckly go,
Tripping homeward o'er the snow....

291.7crrill,

on. ot.,

p. 32.
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Although illustrations other than those from ecclesiastic and puritanic literature were scarce, McGuffey chose
only such illustrations as were adapted to the interests of
childhood.

He introduced the children to his books through

Pictures of children learning from blocks or pictures or
books, without the presence of a somber dame or bearded master.
4.

The children would be pictured studying under the shade of
trees near their homes, often surrounded with their pets and
toys.
In the one hundred and fifty-three pictures
of the McGuffey First Reader, one hundred and two
are of animal life, many of toys, few of other inanimate objects, and of these only articles of interest in games and play. In this same text occur
the pictures of twenty-one dogs.3°
Although boys and boys' interests receive major treatment
in the McGuffey lessons (McGuffey never taught girls in his
long career as a college teacher), his many lessons about girls,
girlhood pets, ard girls' games show that he was interested in
girls 3i
In an early First there are fifty-six pictures
of boys ant thirty-eight pictures of girls. In the
classic Second of 1838 there were thirty-three lessons about boys and girls. The boys drowned cats,
Played truant, idled in school, teased the girls,
robbed birds' nests, clubbed the dogs; or told the
truth, showed true courage, played the soldier, the
gentleman and the scholar, exhibited honesty, kindness, industry, and nobleness. The girls ate too
much, read naughty books, discoursed on vanity of
style.
, wrote letters, and played godmother to the
poor...)2

30Mirnich,

cit., p. 114.
- Ibid., p. 116.
3211)1(1.
OD.
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No wonder the EcGuffey Readers appealed to the chil
dren
of the nineteenth century, especially to
the boys, with boys'
interests and boys' pets predcminating.

No better illustra-

tion can be made of the outstanding differen
ce between these
readers and previous ones than the use made of
the pictures
of dogs.

Nearly two hundred dogs appear in the editions
of

the McGuffe7 Readers, and these dogs are
pictured as trusted
companions, listeners, helpers, and resc
uers.
Yany a boy has experienced the faithfulness
of a dog
like Frisk in "Harry and His Dog."

It was Pear Picking Day.

Harry and Anne had a holiday from scho
ol.
coming for the annual family event.

Cousins were

The big party was to be

held in the afternoon, and Harry was
to be one of the high
climbers.

In the morning, however, he teased Frisk by heldinz

his breakfast at an unreachable distance
and commanded him to
"Beg, Frisk, begl"

Then he cut the curls from Annie's doll,

and finally when he broke his grandma'
s spectacles, he was
sent to bed for the entire day.

Later, as he lay in the bed,

he wondered if Annie would not be so good
-natured as to bring
him a pear.

Suddenly he heard a little foot on the stair,
and.

he thought she was coming.

Pitapat came the foot, nearer and

nearer, and at last a small head peeped,
half afraid, through
the half-open door. "Put it was not
Annie's head; it was
Frisk's--peor Frisk, whom Harry had teased
and tormented all
the morning, and who now came into the
rocm wagging his tail,
with a reat pear in his mouth; and,
jumning upon the bed, he
laid it in the .-Ctt,e boy's hand."
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Stories such as this one, appealing to children's interests zere quite an improveznent over any previous ones in
other readers.

The stories urge the children to be gentle

with animals, honest with t_leir playmates, helpful to their
elders, patriotic, and loving of God.

!an y of the narratives

rise out of the pioneer life that the children themselves
lived every day.

Rusk admits that the McGuffev Eeaders were

emphatic in the glorification of moral, religious, and purely
Practical concerns, and thus aided on one side of cultural
growth; but he says that they failed almost completely to
stir the imagfnation and scarcely suggested the possibility
of enjoyment in music and the fine arts or in literature freed
of too immediate didactic purpose.33

I think one needs to

renember that when the first editicns of the McGuffey Readers
were published, our nation was still in the pioneer stage of
its development, and there wasn't much time for such culture
as Rusk mentions.

I wonder if the readers of today can show

as mush improvement over the Ycauffey's as McGuffey's did over
previous ones?
The early books were strongly religious in their teaching
without being denominational.

If a selection taught a moral

lesson, it was stated in formal words at the close.

There was

in the books much direct teaching of moral principles with "thou
shalt" and "thou shalt net."

330t. cit., p. 269.

"At01,4-' •

In the later revisions, however,
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this method gradually disappeared,

The moral teaching was

less direct but more effective, one of the points of supremacy advanced for modern readers.

Another advantage

claimed for today's readers is that they not only begin, as
McGuffey's did, with things the child knows, the home and
the family; but they go on to friends and neighbors, the
child's immediate community.

Then they follow the street

and the road to near-by places, jungles, polar regions,
teaching geography along the way.
supremacy can also be answered:

I believe this point of

McGuffey wrote for an age

when roads were poor--for the horse-and-buggy age.
wasn't much traveling done, even by adults.

There

If there had

been, I feel sure there would have been stories about the
community and far-off places, as his readers bear evidence
of the adoption of the newest ideas in the education of his
age.

The five different revisions prove the desire cn the

part of MCluffey and his Publishers to keep abreast of new
ideas.
The greatest progress, perhaps, furnished toward the
educaticn of the frontier was the furnishing of a uniform
system of textbooks, which the series provided.

McGuffey

seems to have had some vague plan of a uniform system of
education and of uniform textbooks.

Fullerton says that

he speaks of this in one letter written in the '30's to
one ij.cArthur, perhaps a relative of his father's chum,
Duncan McArthur, and that he also corresponded with a :ev--,
erend Mr. Wilson, at Chillicothe, Dr. DcnIel Dra;:e at
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Cincinnati, the Reverend Hugh Stuart Fullerton (grandfather
of Hugh Fullerton), at South Salem, and others, regarding
the need of systematic education and uniform texts for the
children.34
The McGuffey Readers were thus planned to suit the ages
of the children.

Minnich says that few schools, except in

towns and villages, needed more than the first two books,
but for the more populous centers, the entire series was
used.35
Pupils generally kept account of their
progress through school by passage from primer
to first, second, third and fourth readers and
life in earnest. A fourth-grade education enabled the average pupil to read with some certainty, to spell most of the words in the first
half of Noah Webster's Elementary Spellinq Book,
and to cipher a reasonable portion of the problems in Joseph Ray's New Primary and Practical
Arithmetics..)6
Fullerton, in his usual inimitable way, describes the time
when the pupils acquired the Sixth Reader thus:

"About the

time we boys got Into .long pants and the girls let dorm their
skirts and put up their hair and sniffed at us, we acquired
the New Sixth Reader."37
The McGuffev Readers, it seems to me, furnished the genesis
of the progress in education which has kept on advancing through
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.-

M ,G

34"That Guy McGuffey," p. 57.
35CD. cit., r. 36.
36Thomas D.
Clark, Pills, Petticoats and Plows (New York:
Bobbs-Merrill Compan77774/1), p. 175.
37"That Guy McGuffey," p. 64.
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C. Value to the People
The final real judge of the merits of a schoolbook is
the boy cr girl who uses it.

If the book is truly pedagogical,

adjusted in every way to the average mental development of the
child, it becomes a valuable tool in the school room.

If, on

the other hand, it is a mere collection of novelties, such as
catch the eye of inexpert judges, the books may be introduced
into the schools, but they won't stay.

The staying qualities

of the .'_cGuffey Readers demonstrate their usefulness to the
pupils rho read them.
I can think of no better way to express the value of the
McGuffey Readers to the people of our nation than through the
words of some of the people who studied them as children.
Stille says that life meant more to McGuffey than piling
up a fortune--that his great desire was to mould the mind of
young America in true patriotism, exemplified by strong character; and the generations he taught made America one of the
strongest nations in the world.38
Minnich has well expressed the value of the social teachings of the books in these words:
It is acknowledged by the testimonies of men
and women of every social level and of every occupation and profession whose early education cams
under the influence of the lessons of these books.
A complete list of persons born west of the Allegheny 1(..ountains between 1840 and 16E5 whose names
occur in Who's Who in America may be considered
alumni of the moral and social teachings of the

38Samuel Harden
Stille, Ohio Builds a ration (Chicago:
The Arlendale Beck House, 193), p7-1777
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McGuffey Readers. Taft, Harding, McKinley, Glenn
Frank, Beveridge, Borah, Henry Ford, Edison, Me,
Darrow, Garland, Zona Gale, Herbert Quick, Lorado
Taft, Mark Twain, Gunsaulus, Edgar Stillman Kelley,
Gene Stratton Porter, Rutherford B. Hayes, Robert
La Follette, Lew Wallace, James Whitcomb Riley
served to represent the culture and citizenship
of the McGuffey 1and.69
Hamlin Garland may well be expressing the sentiments of
the millions who learned to recite the famous passages from
the McGuffey Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Readers:
....I wish to acknowledge my deep obligation
to Professor V.cGuffey, whoever he may have been,
for the dignity and literary grace of his selections. From the pages of his readers I learned
to know and love the poems of Scott, Byron,
Southey, Wordsworth and a long line of the English
masters. I got my first taste of Shakespeare from
the selected scenes which I read in these books.
e

With terror as well as delight I rose to read
Lochielis Waning, The Battle of Waterloo or The
her:Lan 'Japtive. Marco Bozzaris and William
were alie glorious to me. I soon knew not only
my own reader, the fourth, but all the selections
in the fifth and sixth as well. I could follow
almost word for word the recitations of the older
pupils and at such times I forgot my squat little
body and my mop of hair, and became imaginatively
a page in the train of Ivanhoe, or a bowman in the
army of Richard the Lion heart battling the Saracen
in the Holy Land. gnd some writers say the McGuffey Readers did not stir the imaginations Fle
the chilaren who read themj

Tm-

;

With a high ideal of the way in which these
grand selections should be read, I was scared almost voiceless when it came my turn to read them
before the class. "STRIKE FOR YOUR ALTARS AND
YOUR FIRES. STRIKE FOR THE GEEHN GRAVES OF YCUR
SIRES—GOD AND YOUR NATIVE LAND," always reduced
me to a trembling breathlessness. The sight of
the emphatic print was a call to the bent thet
was in me and yet I cculd not meet the test. Excess of desire to do it just ri7ht often breught
a ludicrous gasp and I often fell back into my
seat in disgrace, the titter of the girls adding
to my pain.

a. cit., P.

39
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Then there was the famous passage, "Lid ye
not hear it?" am', the careless answer, "No, it
%as but the wind or the car rattling o'er the
stony street." I knew exactly how those opposing emotions should be expressed but to do it
after I rose to my feet was impossible. Burten
was even more terrified than I. Stricken blind
as well as dumb he usually ended by helplessly
staring at the words which, I conceive, had
suddenly become a blur to him.
No matter, we were taught to feel the force
of these poems and to reverence the genius that
produced them, and that was worth while. Falstaff
and Prince Hal, Henry and his wooing of Kate, Wolsey and his downfall, Shylock and his pound of
flesh all became a part of our thinking and helped
us to measure the large figures of our own literature, for Whittier, Bryant and Longfellow also
had a place in these volumes. It is probable that
Professor McGuffey, being a Southern man, did not
value New England writers as highly as my grandmother did, nevertheless Tnanatopsis was there and
The Village Blacksmith, and extracts from The Deer
71Wyer and The Pilot gave us a notion that in Cooper
we had a novelist of weight and importance, one to
put beside Scott and Dickens.4°
;en suggests that the McGuffey Readers were
Mark Sullivan e,
respensible for America's being an ally of Great Britain in
World War I:
4

0

The tie that McGuffey's made between American
schoolboys and Shakespeare, Milton, and Byron, was
stronger than Quick suggests. It accounted, in
part, for the role America played in the Great War.
The racial and national psycholcgies attending that
conflict gave nise to much intellectual controversy,
and are not to be disentangled with temerity. Cne
can readily believe that millions of Americans must
have been moved subconsciously by the feeling, not
always identified by themselves, that they were one
with the race of Shakespeare and Milton. Evezi
little prairie schoolhouse in America was an outpost
of English literature, hardly less potent to inspire

"on of the Idle 7?crder," (New York:
ConTnny, =7), pp. 1.12, 113.

40"A

The Macmillan

85
recruits when the time came than the British
drum-beat itself. Had American school children been brought up on Goethe and Heine, as
they were on Shakespeare and Eilton, it is
certain America's role in the Great War would
not have been the same.41
lirIvid Swing, a Presbyterian clergyman, expanded in one
of his sermons:
uch as you may have studied the languages
or the sciences, that which most affected you was
the moral lessons in the series of McGuffey
Up out of the far-off years come all the blessed
lessons in virtue and righteousness which those
reading books taught. I cannot but wish the
teachers had made us bound the States less and
solve fewer puzzles in cube root, and made us
commit to memory the whole series of the McGuffey
Eclectic Readers. The memory that comes from
these faraway pages is full of the best wisdom of
time. In these books we were led from beautiful
maxims for children up to the best thoughts of a
long line of sages and poets. There we all first
learned the awful weakness of the duel that took
away a Hamilton; there we saw the grandeur of the
Blind Preacher of William Wirt; there we saw the
emptiness of the ambition of Alexander, and there
we heard even the infidel say: "Socrates died
like a philoscpher, but Jesus Christ like a God.”42
Dr. Gordon Wilson, Head of the English Departnent at Western
Kentucky State Teachers College, says that he was nearly grown
before he ever saw any other kind of reader; and he bears the
fs

following testimony to the value of the Readers in teaching
young citizens about the greatness of America:
The Readers, from the First to the Fifth,
were not merely thrown together. They were
planned definitely to develop in the young

P. 4.
4
.2Tbid., pp. 12, 13.

4ac,'
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readers excellent moral ideas, genuine Americanism, and a respectable literary taste. Somehow we who used the McGuffey texts would like to
laugh at some of the new ideas about indoctrination that we have heard so much about since the
beginning of World War II. Why, we learned the
greatness of America from the time we could read
the simplest things. We knew that our Founding
Fathers were among the great men of the world.
We could recite in spread-eagle fashion many of
the traditional classics of our Americanism.
There was no hesitation in the Readers, either,
about right and wrong. Wrong was always wrong,
and right was always right.4)
s
Dr. J. L. Harman, President of the Bowling Green College
of Commerce, in reply to my question, "What do you think of
the McGuffey Readers?", said:
school readers better than McGuffey"s may
be produced, but the accomplishment is yet to
be performed. In McGuffey's each poem and story
paints a picture or points a moral. Many elderly,
eminent scholars of today frequently enrich their
conversations or speeches or writings by quoting
from the old readers; or if they do not quote,
they may build their thinking upon the thoughts
or the spirit of McGuffeyls. Trying to quote
from modern readers is a fruitless procedure.
My opinion of these books is not the outburst of
a sentiment that ;clings to the past, but from a
comparison end cohtrast of present readers; and
by the fact that present-day children never say
anything about their school readers.
The greatest importance of the KcGuffej Readers is,
ever, reflected in the lives of the men and women of average
circumstances--those who have not had an opportunity to let
the world know what these readers meant to then.

Mark Sullivan

t;=

says:

43Lexin7ten Sunday Herald-Leader, March 4, 1945, Editorial,
Theaters and Magaz...ne SectIon.
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To millions of others, to probably nine
out of ten average Americans, what taste of
literature they got from McGuffey's was all
they ever had; what literature the children
brought into the home in McGuffey's Readers
was all chat ever came.44
There are millions of elderly Americans living today
who first spelled out their ABC's with the aid of the illustrated alphabet in McGuffey's First Eclectic Reader.

The

following quotation from Life shows how deep is the affection
for the McGuffev Readers in the hearts of these men and women:
Under the trees in Los Angeles' Sycamore
Grove ?ark cn a recent Saturday afternoon, a
happy grcup of elderly men and women relived
some of the moments of their childhood. They
were members of the McGuffey Club of Los Angeles, an organization dedicated to remembering
the lessons taught by Dr. William Holmes McGuffey's famous series of readers. They ate
lunch on wooden benches, just as they used to
at little red schoolhouses in Kansas, Illinois,
West Virginia, and a dozen other States. They
pledged allegiance to the flag. They formed a
circle and dropped handkerchiefs behind each
other's backs. They reenacted their favorite
poems and stories and heard an orator proclaim
the McGuffey Readers as the greatest series of
textbooks the world has ever known."45
And so it seems to me that if one wishes to see the real
monument to William Holmes McGuffey and his Readers, he shculd
look not only at the monument which has been erected at Oxford,
Ohio; not only at the little house where he is supposed to have
been born that Henry Ford has saved as a memento; not merely
at the six little books which have been rescued from oblivion;

44n-l. cit., n. 15.
451e,7fe Gees to
a McGuffey Picnic," Life, XIII (July 20,
1942), pp. 90, 91.

•
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but he should also look at the generation of Americans
with graying heads who appreciate what a "Jolly Old Pedagogue" did for them in their ycuth.
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CONCLUSION
T

am fully aware that McGuffey's teaching methods and

his selections have been ridiculed and criticized by some
modern educatcrs, but I do not mind being considered oldfashioned by liking the Readers.

If millions of American

boys and girls absorbed and retained the morals pointed
by !!cGuffey's selections, the absorption method advocated
by him cannot be entirely wrong.

I believe the emphasis

on morality in the McGuffey Readers is the main reason why
their fame has lasted and why they are so revered by the
passing generation.

According to Hughes, 20 per cent of

all the lessons in the revisions and editions of the Fourth,
Fifth, and Sixth Feeders was of a moral nature.'

This indi-

cates that the compilers and editors never surrendered the
ccncept that one of the first functions of education is to
build character.
I feel sure that the business abilities of the publishers
had much to do with the popularity of the McGuffe- Readers.
The constant revisions to keep the books up-to-date showed
either foresight or dissatisfacticn on their part.

The fact

3-Raymond reves Hughes, "An Analysis of the Fourth, Fifth,
and Sixth Readers" (Unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, University
of Pittsburgh, 1945), p. 152.
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that hundreds of titles in all the revisions appeared in
but one edition shows either a desire to avoid duplication
or a lack of consensus of opinion among the compilers about
what &iildren should read.

Then, too, the shifting of the

titles among the three higher readers shows that there was
doubt about the difficulty of the selections chosen.

I am

inclined to believe that the fame and popularity of the
Readers rest not upon the great bulk of material in the
various editions but upon the large number of titles that
were repeated in various readers and in various revisiena
of the same reader.

The titles chosen by William Holmes

McGuffey and Alexander Hamilton McGuffey were the most frequently repeated in the series.
Then, too, the Readers were successful because they
net a pressing need.

The compilers of the greatest early

competitors of the McGuffev Readers were Eastern born and
designed their books for the children of well-to-do families.
The McGuffey Readers were prepared for the poor children of
the frontier, the ones specifically provided for by the constitutions of the new states.

The early editions of the

McGuffe7 Readers also devoted a larger allotment of space
to religious material than was found in other readers of the
same period, as subject matter was more important to the
people of the frontier than the method of teaching reading.
These readers were a tool for acquainting children with the
requirements and blessings of a religious life.
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The oratorical selections in the Readers were popular,
because oratory met a real social need in the young democracy
where schools were young and few and learning meagre.
I doubt if the readers would fulfill the needs of our
present-day schools, but I do believe that the readers of
today could inculcate some of the moral lessons used by the
McGuffeys to teach character to the pupils of today.

If the

readers contained moral selections, there might be less juvenile delinquency.

Modern youth needs to be taught that right

is right, and wrong is wrong.

tx:
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APPENDIX
LIST OF McGUFFEY READERS READ IN THE STUDY
READERS

PUBLISHERS

Primer
1849 Smaller
1849 Pictorial
1849-57 Pictorial

W. B. Smith & Company
W. B. Smith & Company
Wilson & Company

1848
1857
1679
1901

W. B. Smith & Company
W. B. Smith & Company
van Antwerp E.ragg & Company
American Book Company

First

Second
1848
1657
1879
1901

W. B. Smith & Company
W. B. Smith & Company
Van Antwerp Bragg & Company
American Book Company

1843
1853
1857
1879
1901

W. B. Smith
Sargent, Wilson & Hinkle
Van Antwerp Bragg & Company
Van Antwerp Bragg & Company
American Book Company

Third

-••••

Fourtia
1844
1853
1857
1879
1901

W. B. Smith
Sargent, Wilson & Hinkle
W. B. Smith & Company
Van Antwerp Bracg & Company
American Book Company

1841
1857
1879
1888 Alternate
1901

W. B. Smith
Sargent, V:ilson & Company
Van Antwerp Brat7r, & Company
Van Antwerp Bragg & Company
American Book ComDany

1857
1879
1901

Van Antwerp Lrag•.! & Company
Van Antwerp BragG & Company
America
cdk. Cc:vary

Fifth

•= •

Sixth

;
-4 1

4..• •

11,-:••4
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CORRECTION

PRECEDING IMAGE HAS BEEN
REFILMED
TO ASSURE LEGIBILITY OR TO
CORRECT A POSSIBLE ERROR

83
McGuffey Rea'lers. Taft, Harding, McKinley, Glenn
Frank, Beveridge, Borah, Henry Ford, Edison, Ade,
Darrow, Garland, Zona Gale, Herbert Quick, LoraCo
Taft, Mark Twain, Gunsaulus, Edgar Stillman Kelley,
Gene Stratton Porter, Rutherford B. Hayes, Robert
La Follette, Lew Wallace, James Whitcomb Riley
served to represent the culture and citizenship
of the McGuffey land.j
Hamlin Garland may well be expressing the sentiments of
the millions who learned to recite the famous passages from
the McGuffey Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Readers:
....I wish to acknowledge my deep obligation
to Professor P7cGuffey, whoever he may have been,
for the dignity and literary grace of his selections. From the pages of his readers I learned
to know and love the poems of Scott, Byron,
Southey, Wordsworth and a long line of the English
masters. I got my first taste of Shakespeare from
the selected scenes which I read in these books.
With terror as well as delight I rose to read
Lochiel's Warning, The Battle of Waterloo or The
Roman Captive. Marco Bozzaris and William
were are glorious to me. I soon knew not only
my own reader, the fourth, but all the selections
in the fifth and sixth as well. I could follow
almost word for word the recitations of the older
pupils and at such times I forgot my squat little
body and my mop of hair, and became imaginatively
a page in the train of Ivanhoe, or a bowman in the
army of Richard the Lion Heart battling the Saracen
in the Holy Land. LTnd some writers say the McGuffey Readers did not stir the imaginations Fr
the chilaren who read themg

Teyr

`4

With a high ideal of the way in which these
grand selections should be read, I was scared almost voiceless when it came my turn to read them
before the class. "STRIKE FOR YOUR ALTARS AND
YOUR FIRES. STRIKE FOR THE GREY IT GRAVES OF YOUR
SIRES--GOD AND YOUR NATIVE LAND," always reduced
me to a trembling breathlessness. The sight of
the emphatic print was a call to the best that
was in me and yet I could not meet the test. Excess of desire to do it just right often brought
a ludicrous gasp and I often fell back into my
seat in disrace, the titter of the girls adding
to my pain.

1.63.
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Then there was the famous passage, "Did ye
not hear it?" and the careless answer, "No, it
vas but the wind or the car rattling o'er the
stony street." I knew exactly how those opposing emotions should be expressed but to do it
after I rose to my feet was impossible. Burton
was even more terrified than I. Stricken blind
as well as dumb he usually ended by helplessly
staring at the words which, I conceive, had
suddenly become a blur to him.
No matter, we were taught to feel the force
of these poems and to reverence the genius that
produced them, and that was worth while. Falstaff
and Prince Hal, Henry and his wooing of Kate, Wolsey and his downfall, Shylock and his pound of
flesh all became a part of our thinking and helped
us to measure the large figures of our own literature, for Whittier, Bryant and Longfellow also
had a place in these volumes. It is probable that
Professor MeGuffey, being a Southern man, did not
value New England writers as highly as my grandmother did, nevertheless Thanatopsis was there and
The Village Blacksmith, and extracts from The Deer
7-1
-71Yer and The Pilot gave us .1 notion that in Cooper
we had a novelist of weight and importance, one to
put beside Scott and Dickens.4°
Mark Sullivan even suggests that the McGuffev Readers were
responsible for America's being an ally of Great Britain in
World War
The tie that McGuffey's made between American
schoolboys and Shakespeare, Milton, and Byron, was
stronger than Q.uick suggests. It accounted, in
part, for the role America played in the Great War.
The racial and national psychologies attending that
conflict gave rise to much intellectual controversy,
and are not to be disentangled with temerity. One
can readily believe that millions of Americans must
have been moved subconsciously by the feeling, not
always identified by themselves, that they were one
with the race of Shakespeare and Milton. Every
little prairie schoolhouse in America was an outpost
of English literature, hardly less potent to inspire

40u.
r. Son of the n!Cdle crder," (New York:
Co:pany,-1=7), pp. 11.2, 113.

The Macmillan
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recruits when the time came than the British
drum-beat itself. Had American school children been brought up on Goethe and Heine, as
they were on Shakespeare and Liilton, it is
certain America's role in the Great War would
not have been the same.41
David Swing, a Presbyterian clergyman, expended in one
of his sermons:
Much as you may have studied the languages
or the sciences, that which most affected you was
the moral lessons in the series of McGuffey
Up out of the far-off years come all the blessed
lessons in virtue and righteousness which those
reading books taught. I cannot but wish the
teachers had made us bound the States less and
solve fewer puzzles in cube root, and made us
co=mit to memory the whole series of the McGuffey
Eclectic Readers. The memory that comes from
these faraway pages in full of the best wisdom of
time. In these books we were led from beautiful
maxims for children up to the best thoughts of a
long line of sages and poets. There we all first
learned the awful weakness of the duel that took
away a Hamilton; there we saw the grandeur of the
Blind Preacher of William Wirt; there we saw the
emptiness of the ambition of Alexander, and there
we heard even the infidel say: "Socrates died
like a philosopher, but Jesus Christ like a God."42
Dr. Gordon Wilson, Head of the English Department at Western
Kentucky State Teachers College, says that he was nearly grown
before he ever saw any other kind of reader; and he bears the
following testimony to the value of the Readers in teaching
young citizens about the greatness of America:
The Readers, from the First to the Fifth,
were not merely thrown together. They were
planned definitely to develop in the young

r.4

4l

cit.,- AP
- .
Ibid., pp. 12, 13.
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readers excellent moral ideas, genuine Americanism, and a respectable literary taste. Somehow we who used the McGuffey texts would like to
laugh at some of the new ideas about indoctrination that we have heard so much about since the
beginning of World War II. Why, we learned the
greatness cf America from the time we could read
the simplest things. We knew that our Founding
Fathers were among the great men of the word.
We could recite in spread-eagle fashion many of
the traditional classics of our Americanism.
r.knere was no hesitation in the Readers, either,
about right and wrong. Wrong was always wrong,
)
'
and right was always night.4
Dr. J. L. Harman, President of the Bowling Green College
of Commerce, in reply to my question, "What do you think of
the McGuffey Readers?", said:
6choo1 readers better than McGuffey's may
be produced, but the accomplishment is yet to
be performed. In McGuffey's each poem and story
paints a picture or points a moral. Many elderly,
eminent scholars of today frequently enrich their
conversations or speeches or writings by quoting
from the old readers; or if they do not quote,
they may build their thinking upon the thoughts
or the spirit of McGuffeyls. Trying to quote
from modern readers is a fruitless procedure.
My opinion of these books is not the outburst of
a sentiment that ;clings to the past, but from a
comparison and ccintrast of present readers; and
by the fact that present-day children never say
anything about their school readers.
The greatest importance of the McGuffey Readers is, however, reflected in the lives of the men and women of average
circumstances --those who have not had an opportunity to let
the world know what these readers meant to them.

Mark Sullivan

says,

43,
i,exin7!ton S'.nday Herald-Leader, March 4, 1945, Editorial,
Theaters ana Magazine Section.
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To millions of others, to probably nine
out of ten average Americans, what taste of
literature they got from McGuffey's was all
they ever had; what literature the children
brought into the home In McGuffey's Readers
was all .;nat ever came.“
There are millions of elderly Americans living today
who first spelled out their ABC's with the aid of the illustrated alphabet in McGuffey's First Eclectic Reader.

The

following quotation from Life shows how deep is the affection
for the McGuffev Readers in the hearts cf these men and women:
Under the trees in Los Angeles Sycamore
Grove :ark en a recent Saturday afternoon, a
happy group of elderly men and women relived
some of the moments of their childhood. They
were members of the McGuffey Club of Los Angeles, an organization dedicated to remembering
the lessons taught by Dr. William Holmes McGuffey's famous series of readers. They ate
lunch on wooden benches, just as they used to
at little red schoolhouses in Kansas, Illinois,
West Virginia, and a dozen other States. They
pledged allegiance to the flag. They formed a
circle and dropped handkerchiefs behind each
other's backs. They reenacted their favorite
poems and stories and heard an orator proclaim
the McGuffey Readers as "the greatest series of
textbooks the world has ever known."45
And so it seems to me that if one wishes to see the real
monument to William Holmes McGuffey and his Readers, he should
look not only at the monument which has been erected at Oxford,
Ohio; not only at the little house where he Is supposed to have
been born that Henry Ford has saved as a memento; not merely
at the six little books which have been rescued from oblivion;

44073• cit., p. 15.
4:5“T; fe Gces to a Mc.";uffey Picnic,"
Life, XIII (July 20,
1942), pp. 90, 91.

-
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but he shoula also look at the generation of Americans
with graying heads who appreciate what a "Jolly Old Pedat`:

4

gogue" did for them in their youth.
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CONCLUSION
I am fully aware that McGuffey's teaching methods and
his selections have been ridiculed and criticized by some
modern educators, but I do not mind being considered oldfashioned by liking the Readers.

If millions of American

boys and girls absorbed and retained the morals pointed
by !IcGuffey's selections, the al:sorption method advocated
by him cannot be entirely wron7.

I believe the emphasis

on morality in the ?cGuffev Readers is the main reason why
their fame has lasted and why they are so revered by the
passing generation.

According to Hughes, 20 per cent of

all the lessons in the revisions and editions cf the Fourth,
Fifth, and Sixth Readers was of a moral nature.1

This indi-

cetes that the compilers and editors never surrendered the
concept that cne of the first functions of education is to
build character.
I feel sure that the business abilities of the publishers
had much to do with the popularity of the McGuffe- Readers.
The constant revisions to keen the books up-to-date showed
either foresight or dissatisfaction on their part.

The fact

1Faymond ':1-cves Hughes, "An Analysis of the Fourth, Fifth,
and Sixth Readers" (Unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, University
of Pittsburgh, 194Z), p. 152.
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that hundreds of titles in all the revisions appeared in
but one edition shows either a desire to avoid duplication
or a leck of consensus of opinion among the compilers about
what children should read.

Then, too, the shifting of the

titles among the three higher readers shows that there was
doubt about the difficulty of the selections chosen.

I am

inclined to believe that the fame and popularity of the
Readers rest not upon the great bulk of material in the
various editions but upon the large number of titles that
were repeated in various readers and in various revisions
of the same reader.

The titles chosen by William Holmes

McGuffey and Alexander Hamilton McGuffey were the most frequently repeated in the series.
Then, too, the Readers were successful because they
met a pressing need.

The compilers of the greatest early

competitors of the McGuffey Readers were Eastern born and
designed their books for the children of well-to-do families.
The McGuffey Eeaders were prepared for the poor children of

4

the frontier, the ones specifically provided for by the constitutions of the new states.

The early editions of the

McGuffe7 Readers also devoted a larger allotment of space
to religious material than was found in other readers of the
same period, as subject matter was more important to the
people of the frontier than the method cf teaching reading.

4

These readers were a tool for acquainting children with the
requirements and blessinr-,s of a religious life.

A
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The oratorical selections in the Readers were popular,
because oratory met a real social need in the young democracy
where schools were young and few and learning meagre.
I doubt if the readers would fulfill the needs of our
present-day schools, but I do believe that the readers of
today could inculcate some of the moral lessons used by the
McGuffeys to teach character to the pupils of today.

If the

readers contained moral selections, there might be less juvenile delinquency.

Modern youth needs to be taught that right

is right, and wrong is wrong.

:4
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APPENDIX
LIST OF McGUFFEY READERS READ IN THE STUDY
READERS

PUBLISHERS

Primer
1849 Smaller
1(149 Pictorial
1849-67 Pictorial

W. B. Smith & Company
W. B. Smith & Company
Wilson & Company

1848
1857
1879
1901

W. B. Smith & Company
W. B. Smith & Company
Van Antwerp Bragg & Company
American Book Company

First

Second
1848
1857
1879
1901

W. B. Smith & Company
W. B. Smith & Company
Van Antwerp Bragg & Company
American Book Company

1843
1353
1857
1879
1901

W. B. Smith
Sargent, Wilson & Hinkle
Van Antwerp Bragg & Company
Van Antwerp Bragg & Company
American Book Company

Third

Fourth
1844
1853
1857
1879
1901

W. B. Smith
Sargent, Wilson & Hinkle
W. B. Smith & Company
Van Antwerp Bragg & Company
American Book Company

1844
1657
1879
1888 Alternate
1901

W. B. Smith
Sargent, Wilson & Company
Van Antwerp Bragg & Company
Van Antwerp Bragg & Company
American Book Company

1857
1679
1901

17an Antwerp
& Company
Van Antwerp Era gL; & Company
America
ces: Cc;t4pan7

Fifth

Sixth

• • ;11

r

•r,->

